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Abstract
THE CHRISTIAN LIFE:
onROTHY L. SAYERS' BALANCED VIEW
by Janice C. Karman

Dorothy L. Sayers formulates a theory in The Mind
of the Maker to explain just how man can be said to
have been created in the image of God.
poses, is a creative Trinity.

God, she pro-

The Father carries an

idea, complete and whole in His mind; the Son works to
reveal that idea; and the Holy Spirit is the power
which results from the revelation of the Father's idea.
The creation process requires that all three of these
parts be present in a balanced unity.

In creating man,

God placed in him this creative trinity--He gave man
the privilege of being, like Him, a maker.

Sayers

explains how this trinity is revealed in the artist,
and how a lack of a balance affects the success of the
work.
In this paper, I have suggested that Sayers'
theory can be applied to the life and responsibility
of a Christian.

The Father's idea, then, becomes the

clear and perfect understanding of dogma; the Son's

revelation of that idea becomes the Christian's revelation in his life and work of his understanding of the
nature of God; and the Holy Spirit's power becomes the
power of the Christian life to advance the world nearer
to a just society.
Extending Sayers' theory this way can be supported
by referring to Sayers' own work.

In her detective fic-

tion, characters who are "good guys" demonstrate a
balanced unity of understanding, work, and social
responsibility.

11

Bad guys" generally show a maladjust-

ment somewhere in one of these three parts.

Lord Peter,

the detective hero of the novels, most clearly reveals
the image of God (even though he is not characterized
as a Christian), in part because he is so perfectly
balanced, and in part because God Himself does not
)

ever appear, and in his absence Lord Peter becomes the
being most worthy of worship in Sayers' fictitious world.
In the four religious plays considered in this
paper, every-day good-type people are focused upon.

Each

character exhibits some good quality, but what is good is,
nearly .destroyed by an atrophy in some other area of the
trinity.

In one play especially Sayers identifies three

things as the supreme desires of all men:

2

to understand

what the world is all about; to find worthwhile work
to devote themselves to; and to live in a society which
is just and decent.

The characters in all four of the

plays considered find a balance of these things in
Christ.
In her essays and addresses, Sayers at some points
emphasizes the importance of a clear understanding of
theology, at other times the necessity of finding a
work which is worthwhile and creative, and at still
other times the problem of balancing theology and creativity with the need to function as a responsible
citizen.

However, the whole of her work demonstrates

the need for a balanced unity of all three of these
things, especially within the life of the Christian.
In the final chapter of this paper, Sayers' own
life is examined.
kind of a balance:

She herself always sought just this
she worked to reveal in her art th·e

understanding she possessed of God, of Christian
theology; and she did so as a responsible citizen,
hoping that her work and her understanding would be
received with power by the people she loved.

She did

not always feel herself to have been perfectly successful; however Sayers was aware that, although she was

3

created in His image, she was not herself God.

She

worked to reveal the image within her, accepting
herself as the imperfect medium of a perfect message.

4
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it seems to me quite disastrous that

the idea should have got about that Christianity is
an other-worldly, unreal, idealistic kind of religion
which suggests that if we are good we shall be happy-or if not, it will all be made up to us in the next
existence.

On the contrary, it is fiercely and even

harshly realistic, insisting that the kingdom of
Heaven can never be attained in this world except by
unceasing toil and struggle and vigilance:

that, in

fact, we cannot be good and cannot be happy, but
that there are certain eternal achievements that
make even happiness look like trash.

11

--Dorothy L. Sayers
Creed or Chaos_? pp. 33-34
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I.

Introduction
Once upon a time, Dorothy L. Sayers made the

following comment about Christians:

there are

11

two

bodies of opinion within Christian society," "one
feeling that Christians should live like actors; the
other, that they should live like Nazis. 111
these two groups has

ev~r

Neither of

been highly reputable.

Those

advocating the actor stance, I imagine, believed that
Christians should pretend nothing around them was really
in need of changing; they were merely intended, they
felt, to act their Christianity upon a stage for all
the world to see, and hopefully all the world would
eventually be convinced to join them.

The Nazi camp of

Christians were undoubtedly those who felt things would
really be best if strong hands were employed to simply
enforce the Christian way of life.

Either point of

view saved the proponents from any truly active participation in the world of men:

the former simply waited

for the world to join them, while the latter waited for
it to be forced to do so.
1

Ralph Hone, Dorothy L. Sayers: A Literary Biography (Kent, Ohio: The Kent State UnTvers1ty Press,
1979), p. 119.
Quoted from "The Church's Responsibility,"
a talk given by Sayers at the Archbishop of York's Conference in Worcestershire, 8 January 1941.
l

2

Sayers herself belonged to neither group.

She was

a Christian who loved England and the English, who
loved mankind in general, and who actively used her
talents in part to convince her readers that a true
understanding of the Christian religion could inform
the life of the individual and be used to help create
a just society.

She was eager to show that it is incor-

rect that Christians are not concerned with society,
that Christians are

not really more concerned with

heaven than with earth, and that they are

really not

so concerned with the soul that they neglect the
individual God created to house that soul. 2
The world Dorothy L. Sayers lived in was a world
populated by many who had seen two world wars, people
who found

11

'themselves 1 iving in a world which appears

to make no sense. 1113

In an essay she wrote just at the

beginning of Britain's involvement in World War II, she
said:
When a strong man armed keepeth his palace,
his goods are in peace. But when a stronger
than he shall come . . . he taketh from him
all his armour wherein he trusted. So to us
in war-time, cut off from mental distractions
2 oorothy L. Sayers, Creed or Chaos?(London: Hodder
and Stoughton, n.d.), pp. 33-34~.
3Hone, p. 163, quoted from a letter written by
Sayers published in the Daily Sketch.

3

by restrictions and black-outs, and cowering
in a cellar with a gas-mask under threat of
imminent death, comes the stronger fear and
sits down beside us.
What, he demands rather disagreeably,
do you make of all this? Is there anything
you value more than life, or are you making a
virtue of necessity? What do you believe?
Is your faith a comf~rt to you under the present circumstances?"
11

11

11

In the work she turned out as an artist, Sayers helped
the people of her world to find in their faith something
to comfort them.

She helped them to understand God in

a world that had almost lost the language with which to
speak of a God; she helped them to understand the
importance of their work in a world which was over-populated with workers, none of whom had kept the world from
a second war; and she helped them to see how, by sharing
each other's burdens, by mixing their lives in the
muddle of a very muddled society, they could together
weave the strength for creating a just society.
Three wise-men bearing gifts appear in Sayers'
nativity play

He That Shnuld Come.

Sayers' wise-men

are out in search of something a bit more profound than
a quiet baby shower.

The first seeks something or

Someone to make sense of his universe, something
4

Dorothy L. Sayers, Creed or Chaos? (London:
Hodder and Stoughton, n. d.), pp-.33-34.

4

"Beautiful or terrible, but constant in some way or

other~ 115

The second asks only "the assurance that I am

not alone

•

•

• if only God will not be indifferent. 116

The third wants

11

a religion that works • . . A reason-

able way of life .
dignity. 117

•

•

A little decency, a little

By the end of the play, all three have found

what they sought. in the one small figure of the Christ
child.
The first wise man says, "I looked for wisdom--and
behold! the wisdom of the innocent. 118

It was Sayers'

belief that the church had erred in not preaching Christ
and the cross, that without this understanding men had
come to see "the whole Jesus-history" as just another
"unmeaning anecdote of the brutality of God to man."
11

It is only with the confident assertion of the creative

divinity of the Son that the doctrine of the Incarnation
becomes ·a real revelation of the structure of the world
•

•

•

•

II

She asserts that "It is the only religion

which gives value to evil and suffering . .

•

•

II

For

5oorothy L. Sayers, He That Should Come, 1. n Four
Sacred Plays (London: Victor Gollancz Ltd. , 1948)'
p. 225.
6sayers, He That Should Come, p • 227.
7sayers,

He That Should Come,

p. 2 26.

8 sayers,

He That Should Come,

p•

273.

5

perfection is attained through the active and positive
effort to wrench a real good out of a real evil. 119
She obviously does believe in the fortunate fall,
explaining that however,

11

the evil having occurred,

the ·opportunity appears to make out of that evil a
still more noble good; the second Adam is greater than
the first Adam could ever have been. 1110
The second wise-man searched

11

Go d- - a n d be ho l d ! a Go d ma de ma n . 11
11

for the manhood in
Th i s wi s e - ma n

found in Christ Someone to inform his otherwise lonely
and otherwise futile existence.

He found that God is

not indifferent to man, for God Himself became a man.
Sayers, to whom the concept of work was central, saw
in Christ, our fellow Worker, the One who can inform
our chosen work and take the futility and strugglingin-the-darkness feeling from the task which comes from
our awareness of the vastness of the world and the
smalJness of our work.

It is precisely because "the

God who lived and died in the world was the same God
who made the world" that "God himself has the best
9Sayers, Creed or Chaos? p. 29.-30.
10 oorothy L. Sayers, Begin Here: A Statement of
Faith (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Co., 1949), p-.-8.
11

Sayers, He That Should Come, p. 273.

·I

6

possible reasons for understanding and sympathising
with /the common man'.~/ personal troubles. 1112
The third wise-man searched for a government that
works, and found the power for that government in helph

lessness.

Christ's advice to His disciples that they

bear one another's· burdens is really the foundation for
the just society which only Christianity can bring.

In

her play, The Zeal of l l i House, the cathedral architect explains that the best way to build is with "Each
stone carrying his neighbor's burden, as you might say,
11

a triumph of balance. 1113

11

For the tremendous strength

and beauty and power of the cathedral arch could only
be explained by this systematic burden-bearing.
The play in which the wise-man appear deals only
with the beginning of the life of Christ--with His birth
in the manger of a very crowded inn.

But others of

Sayers' works show the impact of the rest of His life,
and of His death, and of His resurrection.

The entire

body of her work, in fact, has running beneath it the
philosophical implications of Christ's answers to the
desires of mankind.

And Sayers felt that her task as a

Christian writer was to act upon those implications--to
12 Sayers, Creed or Chaos? p. 21.
13 oorothy L. Sayers, The Zeal of lli House, in
Four Sacred Plays (London: Gollancz-,-1948), p. 42.

7

bring the wisdom of innocence into her own work, the
care of the Creator into her own art, and a sense of
the strength in helplessness, and thus to bring to the
world of the twentieth-century--to the England she
loved--"by precept and example" the way to the fulfillment of all their desires.
It can be argued from her work that she felt this
was the duty of all Christians--to enlighten the world,
to work with love and skill, and to bear the burdens
of their neighbors.

This trinity of responsibilities

corresponds very neatly to the artistic trinity she
describes in The Mind of the Maker.

Sayers believed

that the Trinity of the Godhead could explain just how
man was made "in God's image,

11

for God, she explains,

is a Creator, and the Godhead a creative Unit.

In

creating . this world, the Father held the idea, and the
Son carried in Himself the energy to enact that Idea,
while the Spirit reflected the power of the Idea
revealed in the Son.

Artists, Sayers explained, embody

this trinity in themselves, holding an idea complete in
their minds, which is expressed in their work of art,
the power of which becomes the spirit of the work.
From this idea I would like to continue and say that
the ideal Christian, also, from Sayers' standpoint,
should carry within himself the idea or understanding

8

of the universe which Christ brought, and that this
understanding would find a natural expression in the
life of that Christian, in his honest and careful workmanship, which, with no effort at all would result in
a power to transform the world into a just society, a
government that works.

Sayers is definitely concerned

with a just society, but she is just as concerned with
the knowledge required to truly bring it about, and
with the individual's satisfaction and contribution
within it.

In fact, none can exist without the other,

and this separation of the three can only be seen by a
stretch of the imagination.
In the trinity of God, Sayers sees a perfect
balance of parts: a perfect, and not a scalene, triangle.
In the world of the artist, she points out, faulty art
can be explained by the lack of this perfect balance,
by the presence of too much idea and too little craft;
or of too much craft uninformed by the idea; or of too
much striving for audience appeal, for the results without th e · wor k .

Ca r r i e d i nto the 1 i f e of a man , th i s

theory can also be used to explain failures:

the person

who wants quickly to create a just society sometimes
rushes out without informing himself, without understanding how his work might correspond to the nature of
God and of man.

Or the person who thinks

und~rstanding

.j

9

is the only important thing may contribute nothing at
all to the lives of those around him, may put forth no
effort to pass on the understanding, and it will then
die with him, leaving behind it no power.

This person,

in fact, is dependent upon the rest of the world not to
share his understanding so that they can take care of
the temporal needs of the society, without which he
could not come to his lofty understanding.

But the

person who thinks a man's work in the world is all that
matters may either choose a work which doesn't contribute to the formation of a just society, or could come
to the point of wondering why he works at all, and find
no answer to that question; or even worse, he could
come to the point of believing the work itself deserved
worship, and this would be idolatry.
The characters who people Sayers

1

drama and fiction

are either people who reflect the balanced trinity, or
people who are spoiled by an imperfect balance in their
lives.

This is one reason to justify carrying Sayers'

artistic trinity into her concept of successful living.
Sayers herself never actually defined her attitude
toward Christianity this way.

In her essays, she at

times emphasizes understanding, at times good work, and
at times the way to a just society.

But taken together,

her work reflects a balanced view of life.

For

th~

,,

10

purposes of this paper, I would like to substitute the
wo rd

11

Ch r i s t i an

11

for th e a·rt i s t i c t e rm s l1r th e f o 1 1 ow i ng

description of Sayers:

"Through her uncommon use of

common sense, she avoids the extremes of the /Christian7
as seer, {the Christian's wor~/ as idol, and /the
Christian's world/ as infallible judge. 1114
In justifying the transference of the Trinity into
the life of the Christian further, we must remember that
Sayers herself maintained that her artistic trinity was
simply

a

description of the nature of the world, and

that this concept could legitimately be applied to
explain other aspects of our universe.

And finally,

undoubtedly she would feel that, of all lives, the
Christian life anyway should in itself be the most
creative of all lives, for in the Christian, hopefully,
the Image of God should most fully be reincarnated.
It is the purpose of this paper to demonstrate
that Dorothy L. Sayers believed that a true understanding of the character of God and the nature of man as
revealed in Christ would manifest itself in careful and
·I

creative workmanship, work which provided for the bearing of the burdens of others, the foundation for a just
14

Nancy Tischler, "Artist, Artifact, and Audience:
The Aesthetics and Practice of Dorothy L. Sayers," in
As Her Whimsey Took Her: Essays on the Work of Dorothy
h· Sayers, ed. Margaret P. Hannay (Kent, Ohio: Kent
State University Press, 1979), p. 163.

l l

society.

In itself, this is not a unique idea, but the

embodiment of this belief in her essays and her fiction
and drama enlightens the idea of the balanced Christian
life, making it seem less like three divisible parts
and more like a unity corresponding to the unity of the
Godhead.

Again, only by an act of the imagination can
the three parts be separated. 15 In Christianity, a true
understanding results in a creative work and a just

society.

None can exist without the others.

This paper

will chronicle the way Sayers' attitude toward Christianity informs our understanding of the lives of the
characters in her fiction (Part II) and drama (Part III),
how it influenced the kinds of messages she gave the
world in her speeches and essays (Part IV), and finally,
how it found expression in her own life (Part V)--her
own understanding of her work and her relationship as
an artist to her world.
Alzina Stone Dale objects to this type of generic
division of

~ayers'

works arguing that they actually are

'\

a 11 of a piece- - that

11

everything she wrote."

her Ch r i st i an con vi ct ions appear i n ·1
This paper, although divided

generically, can only add evidence in support of that
statement.
15

However, I disagree with Dale's objection to

Hone, p. 127.

12

the idea "that /Sayer2_/ grew or was converted, from one
category into the next," primarily because I do not go
along with Dale's casual dismissal of Sayers' own statements about her experience as "bland, sweeping disclaimers
that have been taken too seriously. 1116

Sayers judged

her own creative works according to their reflection of
the Trinity in herself.

Although her detective fiction

was received by the public with a certain power, it did
not fully reflect her idea; and although her essays and
addresses succeeded in expressing her idea, they did not
demand the kind of imaginative artistry which was her
true work.

Her religious plays finally came closest to

achieving the perfect balance she sought, but to her disappointment they were not all received with as much power
as she had hoped for them.

Contrary to Dale's conten-

tion, Sayers did move, although not abruptly, from genre
to genre, seeking the perfect medium for her message.
In the final analysis, however, it was this seeking
itself and the character of her whole life which most
fully expressed the image of God in Dorothy L. Sayers.
For while her work was never perfect, she had the mind

1611

The Man Born to Be King: Dorothy L. Sayers
Bes t Mys t er y P1o t , " i n As Her Wh i ms e y Took Her : Es s ay s
on the Work of Dorothy~ Sayers, ed. Margaret P. Hannay
1Kent, Ohio: Kent State University Press, 1979), p. 78.
1

.,

13

of a maker; she was God's work, and her life expressed
His balance.

I

II:

The Novels
"In order to live a complete and satisfying life

in the world," Dorothy Sayers wrote,

11

a man has to do

two things: to get his own living and to get on with his
fellow men.

More and more, as civilization develops, he

discovers that the first of these things depends upon
the second. 111

The idea of work as a sacrament is the

unifying factor in the novels of Dorothy L. Sayers.

It

is the relationship of her characters to work which
distinguishes good and bad characters: those who are
good, work hard to do their best work, and these get
along with their fellow men.

Those who are not good do

not work hard to do their best work, and they generally
end up being judged by their fellow men, and judged
without the mercy of God's judgment.

Slipshod work, in

Sayers' mind, was a blasphemy against the Holy Ghost.
It removes man from the sphere of a just society, and
wrenches from him as well the image of the Creator, the
maker within him. 2
Sayers' detective novels are not in the least a
part of her Christian apology, so we cannot approach
1

'

'

Sayers, Begin Here, p. 23.

2 Hone, p. 121.
14

·I

15

them expecting to discover direct admonishments on how
to conduct a Christian life.

However, we can identify

parallels between her concept of the responsible, creative citizen and the image of the ideal, balanced
Christian reflecting the Image of God.

Knowing Sayers

to have been a Christian, though, we need not apologize
for ferreting out Christian ideals even from her secular
writing.

W. H. Auden once wrote,

11

You cannot tell

people what to do, you can only tel 1 them para bl es; 113
-

in the novelistic "parables" of Dorothy L. Sayers we
can discover what she thought we should do.
Ralph Hone, discussing the similarities between
Sayers' detective fiction and her religious drama,
asserts that it is God or some other heavenly being who
does "the sleuthing business" in her religious works.
"That is not to say . • . that the archangels in Zeal
•

•

are merely Lord Peter and Charles Parker with

•

wings.

There are, rather, similarities of function.

The hounds . of God are always on man s traces. 114 - If Hone
1

can see God as a sleuth, then we can be excused for
seeing in Lord Peter a type of god--or at least an Old
3

W. H. Auden , "Art and Psycho 1 o gy , 11 in The Arts
Today, ed. Geoffrey Grigson {London: John Lane, 1935),

p. 18. Quoted in Nathan A. Scott, The Poetry of Civic
Virtue: Eliot, Malraux, Auden (Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 1976), p. 108.
4 Hone, p. 90.

16
type of prophet, revealing truth.

For in the city of

Lon don , 11 whose rather un ti dy and grubby bosom i s the
repository of so . many odd secrets, 115 it is the hounds
of Peter Wimsey that are always on man's traces.

But

in the progress of the novels, Peter becomes less and
less like the Old Testament God, less and less vindictive seeming, and more like the Christ of the New
Testament, touched by the sorrows of the sinner, and
sharing the burden of guilt with the world.
People frequently asked Sayers, knowing her to be
a Christian herself, why she never converted Peter Wimsey
to

Christianity~

She replied that she would never agree

to manipulate any of her creatures into doing something
which went against their characterization.

Peter, she

said, is a type of 18th-century rationalist, not the kind
to be susceptible to a conversion of the sort her readers
desired.

If Sayers felt uncomfortable making Lord Peter

a Christian, though, it seems a bit presumptuous to call
him a type of God.

However, the God-likeness of Peter

Wimsey reveals itself in a detecting mind which can see
truth before anyone else perceives it; in a detecting
skill which can make that truth when it probably never
would have been revealed otherwise; and these two aspects
5
oorothy L. Sayers, Unnatural Death (London:
Gollancz, 1969), p. 245.

l7

result in the third, the power to forward the establishment of a just society.

God is almost conspicu-

ously absent in Sayers' novels.

In His absence, we

are inclined to worship the only nearly perfect being ·
left us, and that is Lord Peter Wimsey.

It is his

superiority to all of the other characters, including
his close second, Harriet.Vane, which justifies our
seeing him as the god in Dorothy Sayers

1

detective

fiction.
R. D. and Barbara Stock also see in this progression a reflection of theology.
of the series," they write,

11

11

Through the first half

Sayers typically pitted a

grandiose or exceptional criminal against a superhuman
and relentless sleuth.

11

The sinners of the Old Testa-

ment are also generally grandiose or exceptional.
the resulting picture of God can turn into
of Manichea heres'y,

11

11

But

a . species

keeping our minds away from the

"idiocy and horror 11 of sin by removing sin from the
realm of the common man. 6 "In the later novels, how11

ever,

. . .

11

the agents of evil became less melodramatic and

the agent of justice acquired a keener conscience."

6
R. D. and Barbara Stock, The Agents of Evi 1 and
Justice in 'the Novels of Dorothy L. Sayers," in As Her
Whimsey Took Her, ed. Margaret P. Hannay (Kent, OhiO:
Kent State University Press, 1969)~ p. 21.
11

••
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Murder Must Advertise is one novel which shows
Peter as a revealer of truth essentially untouched by
the plight of the sinner.

He is kind, he is understand-

ing, but "the act is . everything and must be atoned for. 117
However, in this novel, Peter, like God, recognizes the
fact that the greater sin is not Tallboy's, but he is,
unlike God, only able to bring to judgment the single
sinner.

He is unable to root out the evil of the drug

ring, or even the deceptive practices of Pym's advertising agency.

He must accept the fact that.the reason

for prosecuting Tallboy is more important than the logic
which says that his was a relatively minor crime compared to those of the others.

The real evil in this

book lies "in a deracinated and aimless class. 118

To

weed out the larger deception would be to uproot the
whole society, and it was neither the time nor the role
of Lord Peter to do that.

Peter accepts the limitations

his work is fraught with, and does not despair because
of them.

He does what he believes to be right, and

tries to see that, in a small way, justice is furthered.
Ralph Hone recognizes God as sleuth as well in the
novel Nine Tailors.
7

Stock, p. 20.

8

Stock, p. 21.

"God Himself," he says,

11

is a

·1

19

partner in exposing crimes and punishing the criminal
in this story. 119

The fact -that Peter arrives at

Fenchurch St. Paul providentially in time to ring the
bells is ironic, since his coming also is the only way
the villain Duncan could receive his judgment of death
in the ringing of those bells.

Not only, then, is

Peter God s _partner in detecting the crime; he is also
1

God's means of punishing it.

Thus, Lord Peter becomes

a partner in the guilt of the murder of a man.

Here

his work changes from the god above all who understands
and reveals, to a Christ-type who shares in the guilt
of the world, who brings judgment upon himself when
he brings it upon the world.

But his innocence also

substantiates the innocence of the other change ringers.
All of them are guilty in spite of the fact that they
were only doing their own work; but since that was what
they were doing, they were at the same time able to be
completely forgiven.
Finally, in Busman s Honeymoon, Lord Peter achieves
1

the perfect balance.

We see him as the seer--the Father,

bringing judgment; but we see him also as a suffering
man, a worker whose understanding must bring him sorrow

9

Hone, p. 68.
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as well as joy, for he would never have been able to
marry Harriet Vane, the source of his joy, had he not
been a sleuth, but he must suffer with Frank Crutchley
because of his sleuthing ("there are certain eternal
achievements that make even happiness look like trash"). 10
And we also see him as God the Spirit, bringing the
power to create a just society, forming that power out
of his understanding and his work.

Lord Peter, though

he doesn't profess to have "much in the way of religion,
'

or even morality,

11

11

does ful fi 11 the image of God

within him, and does live the balanced life which Sayers
envisioned for the Christian.

He understands, and he

does what he thinks is right, according to what he understands, and he watches what power his work has in his
world to be certain it is the power to create a just
society.
To Peter's role as the Father, Harriet Vane sometimes plays the role of the Son by revealing Peter's
humanity through herself to the world.

Part of this

role involves explaining Peter's sleuthing activities
to a few misunderstanding friends.

In Gaudy Night,

10 sayers, Creed or Chaos? p. 34.
11 oorothy L. Sayers, Gaudy Night (New York: Harper

and Row, Publishers, 1936), p. 465.
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Harriet finds herself in the company of a couple of
people who consider Peter s sleuthing as a rather
1

sadistic game.

Speaking to Harriet, Miss Stevens asks:

"isn t it a little cold-blooded to catch
murderers as an intellectual exercise? It's
all right for the police--it's their duty."
"In law," said Harriet, "it is every citizen's obligation--though most people don't
know · that."
And this man Wimsey," said Miss Barton,
"who seems to make . a hobby of it--does he
look upon it as a duty or as an intellectual
exercise?"
"I'm not sure," said Harriet, 11 but, you
know, it was just as well for me that he did
make a hobby of it. The police were wrong in
my case--! don't blame them, but they were-so I'm glad it wasn't left to them." ··
1

11

Prior to this discussion, Harriet had explained that
most people would feel less repulsed by a noose around
the neck of a murderer if they had seen the murderer's
victim.

11

•••

you don't see the murderers actively

engaged in murdering.

You see them when they're caught

and caged and looking pathetic.

But the Wilvercombe man"--

the murderer in a case she herself investigates in Have
His Carcase-- 11 was a cunning, avaricious brute, and quite
ready to go on and do it again, if he hadn't been
stopped. 1112

Harriet Vane, having been on both sides of

12 sayers, Gaudy Night, pp. 32-33.
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the prosecution, was in as good a position as Christ to
explain the Prosecution to the world.
Besides revealing Peter's image of God the Father
to a distrusting world, Harriet also functions to reveal
Peter's image of God the Son to the world and to himself.
Sayers' emphasis in her essays upon the necessity of
helping each person find the work they are best suited
for, a creative work which will give them a real chance
to contribute to a just society and which will in itself
give them the feel of justice, implies that it is the
Christian's duty to see that creative work is shared by
all, not hoarded by the first-comers or most clever.
Christ, she says in one of her plays, allowed mankind
to help in his own salvation, and it is the people in
her nativity play, who make life more comfortable for
the Christ child, who are promised a place in His kingdom, and the people in another play who share his suffering who make that kingdom even possible.

One thing

needed to show the humanity of Lord Peter was to show
him suffering, and this happens in Busman's Honeymoon.
The guilt and remorse Peter feels for Frank Crutchley
are feelings which are part of his work, but which he
cannot bear alone.

Without the character of Harriet

Vane, these feelings could not have been revealed without leaving that novel unanswered and depressing,

.1
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without leaving Sayer's picture of the good man, the
~

Whole Man, out of balance.

But when the suffering

Peter says to Harri et, "you 1 re my corner and I 1 ve come
to hide, 1113 he reveals .the weakness which is power,
the weakness which needs another to strengthen it, and
in this revelation he finds the power to do what he
must, and Sayers found the most power for her art.
In his novel Descent into Hell, Charles Williams
wrote:
if you will be part of the rest of us, and
live and laugh and be ashamed with us, then
you must be content to be helped. You must
give your burden up to someone else, and you
must carry someone else's burden. I haven't
made the universe and it isn't my fault. But
I'm sure that this is a law of the universe,
and not to give up your parcel is as much to
rebel as not to carry another's . . . . 14
The full image of God the Father, God the Son, and the
Holy Spirit could not have been achieved by Sayers•
character Peter Wimsey without the assistance of Harriet
Vance.

But Harriet herself was a person in whom this

image must also be revealed, and when Peter helps her
carry her burden, the burden to reveal her idea in her
13

Dorothy L. Sayers, Busman's Honeymoon (New York:
Harper & Brothers, Publishers, 1937), p. 378.
14

charles Williams, Descent into Hell (Grand
Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, n.d.), p. 99.
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work, which was writing, she finds the strength to
create the kind of work most likely to aid the understanding, enlighten the work, and create a just world
for her fellow men.
Harriet Vane reveals the views of Dorothy L.
Sayers about the importance of work.

The whole theme

of Gaudy Night, which is essentially Harriet's book,
is the problem of scalene trinities:

people virtuously

pursuing truth in their work, without thinking of what
kind of power it will have in the society; people
virtuously pursuing the just society, but failing to
inform their pursuits with wisdom and understanding;
people desiring to work with understanding for the good
of society, but failing to find a work which will
express those good intentions.

Harriet seeks throughout

this novel the perfect balance Sayers no doubt sought
for herself.

She deals with the relationship of the

artist and the scholar to the world, with her own
relationship to her work and to Peter Wimsey.

She feels

tempted to join the retreat she sees in the University,
11

that still centre where the spinning world I Sleeps

on its axis. 1115
is a Paradise .
15

It appears so heavenly; "The University

. .

.

then saw I that there was a way to

sayers, Gaudy Night, p. 370.
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hell even .from the gates of Heaven. 1116
th~

Merely informing

understanding, if that is not one's work--and it

obviously was not Harriet's, nor probably Sayers•,
either--was the way to an imperfect balance, or to hell.
Harriet Vane looked for an
intellect and the flesh,
way she could find that.

11

·

11

alliance between the

but she avoided the one

For Sayers, understanding was

revealed throuoh work; a poet discovers what it is
he thinks about an experience when he puts that
experience into words.

But Harriet had avoided putting

her experiences into words for fear "It might go too
near the bone . .

~

•

It might hurt 1 i ke hell.

But

11

Lord Peter reminds her, "What wou 1d that matter, if it
made a good book? 1117

Paradoxically, it is this ruthless

attitude on his part which helps Harriet bear the burden
of her work, and _which helps her find the way to a
reconciliation between her work and her world.

It is

his help she needs, for his presence in her life can
straighten out the crooked places and make the pain of
self-revelation less seering.

So Harriet Vane, through

Peter Wimsey, was able to find the balance she sought.
No

other characters are so fully developed in the

16

Sayers, GaVdy Night, p. 282.

17

sayers, Gaudy Night, p. 428, 311.
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novels of Dorothy Sayers as these two.

The rest are

generally shown in their relation to their work.

There

are many useful people, delighted and eager to use their
talents in the service of Lord Peter, and thus in the
formation of a just society.
person.

Miss Climpson is one such

She, says Peter, "is a manifestation of the

wasteful way in which this country is run . .

•

•

Thousands of old maids, simply bursting with useful
energy, forced" to sit around boarding houses and spend
their minds and lives on idle gossip. 18 Peter rescues
many of them, and sets them up to wo-rk for him and for
others who need specialized services in an organization
called "The Cattery.

11

He provides them with the oppor-

tunity to make and to do, to fulfill the image of the
Creator in themselves.
The converted lock-picker in Strong Poison and
the adorable Mr. Puffet in Busman's Honeymoon and in
the short story

11

Tallboys 11 are also examples of useful

people, people who are not so very knowledgeable or
even intelligent, but people who do their work with a
love and a vigor which gives evidence that their work
is informed by a clear understanding of their relation
18 sayers, Unnatural Death, quoted in Hone, p. 51.
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to God and to society.

There are other people who are

useful, but grudgingly so--people like Mrs. Ruddle in
Busman's Honeymdon who reveal in their attitude toward
their work that they don't know for Whom they are doing
it.

We can feel a sorrowful sense of the damnation of

these people.

But the worst offenders of all are people

who try to avoid doing their work, period, or people
who betray their work.
Dorothy Sayers' novels.

These are the villains of
People like Mr. Urquhart in

Strong Poison, Frank Crutchley in Busman's Honeymoon,
Mr. Tallboy in Murder Must Advertise, and Annie Wilson
in Gaudy Night all commit their crimes while pursuing
the work which was given to them in trust.

They only

understand their work in terms of personal gain, not in
terms of the good of society or the benefit to their
understanding.
Sayers expressed the attitude of Christ toward this
kind of person:
Disreputable people who knew they were
disreputable were gently told to 'go and sin
no more'; the really unparliamentary language
was reserved for those thrifty, respectable,
and sabbatarian citizens who enjoyed Caesar's
approval and their own. And the one and only
thing that ever seems to have roused the 'meek
and mild' Son of God to a display of outright
physical violence was precisely the assumption
that 'business was business. 1 19
19 oorothy L·. Sayers, "Christian Morality," in
)
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11

Business is business" is the attitude of people who · do

not recognize the relation between their work and their
ability to contribute to the formation of a just society.
They see work as a means of making a living only, and
forget that that means is dependent upon their relationship to a community.

11

This is, of course, a witless

state of mind," Sayers says;

11

but then the intellect

is one of the first things that the evil will destroys. 1120
It is these people who end up losing not only their
business,

their place in the community as well.

~ut

Sayers began to feel that detective fiction was
not the only or even the best place for her to portray
her idea, her understanding of the role of work in
society.

One of the traditional conventions of the

detective novel is not to look more than a hair or two
beyond the discovery of the murderer lest we discover
the more intricate problems which led to his act.

The

only way Peter could solve the problem in Murder Must

.,
Unpopular Opinions: Tw~nty~One Essays (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1947), p. 5.
20 oorothy L. Sayers, "The Faust Legend and the Idea
of the Devil , in The Poetry of Search and the Poetry
of Statement (London: Victor Gollancz, Ltd.~,~1963),
11

p:-

231.
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Advertise was by concentrating on a limited problem, not
the very real and widespread presence of evil.

Sayers

was afraid that this fact was reinforcing the idea that
the world could be seen in terms of mere problems
needing solutions, that this was distracting people's
minds from the very real presence of an evil will in the
universe.

People read detective fiction because it took

their minds off their troubles, and their sense of allpervading evi 1:
Of course it does, for it softly persuades
them that love and hatred, poverty and
unemployment, finance and international
politics, are problems capable of being
dealt with and solved in the same manner
as Death in the Library. The beautiful
finality with which the curtain rings down
on the clos~ of the investigation conceals
from the reader that no part of the 'problem'
has been 'solved' exceet that part which was
pres en·t e d i n pro ble ma t 1 c t e rm s . The mu rd er er 1 s motive has been detected, but nothing
at all has been 21aid about the healing of his
murderous soul.
It was at least in part an effort to combat this fact
which led Sayers to transform Peter as the novels went
along, to turn him into someone not simply interested in
solving an intellectual

11

who-dunnit

11

puzzle, but in

finding the truth in order to help form a just society.
21 oorothy L. Sayers, The Mind of the Maker (New
York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 194~ p. 189.
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But then, by the time she had succeeded in rounding out
his character, in expressing in him her vision of the
Whole Man, she was no longer truly writing detective
fiction.

She was writing novels of manners, and she

titled her last Lord Peter novel Busman's Honeymoon:
A Love Story with

Detectiv~

Ititetruptions.

The people

who continued to clamor for more Lord Peter stories ddd
not recognize the fact that Lord Peter and Dorothy
Sayers had grown too complete to ever be able to assume
their old roles again, so Lord Peter assumed the life
of the family man, and Dorothy Sayers turned to other
genres to more fully develop and display the image of
the Trinity in herself.

·I

III:

Religious Drama
Dorothy Sayers wrote her religious drama after the

days of her detective novels and at a time when she was
being called upon to

~pend

a great deal of her creativity

speaking to her world about the problems it was currently
facing, most predominantly the problem of World War II. 1
Because the plays are stylized, and because they were
written at a ti.me when she was synthesizing her own
ideas about Christianity and its relation to society,
they probably reflect more clearly than all of her
other works the way she believed the Incarnation should
inform the lives of human beings.
The Just Vengeance, The Devil to Pav, and The
Zeal

of~

House

all portray men at work in the world,

but each man is hampered by a scalene trinity, an
imperfect balance of some sort.
first play we shall examine,

Sayers describes the

The Just Vengeance,

as

"a miracle-play of Man•s insufficiency and God's redemptive act, set against the background of contemporary
crisis. 112

It is concerned with a man who has done his

work, but who isn't sure what good it has done.
1

Hone, p. 128.

2 Hone, p. 162.
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thinks he has worked for the future and died for the
future, believing that Utopia lay certainly somewhere
ahead.

This man is called Airman, qecause he served

and died as a pilot in World War II.

At his death, his

spirit returns to Litchfield, hfs home, where he is met
by the spirits of people from the past, who explain to
him that his primary misunderstanding about his work
1 i es in his hope for the future.

After a 11, he was

their future, and he has been killed in the most
incomprehensible war in all of history.

No Utopia has

evidently resulted from their labors.
Asked what he believes, Airman cites his own
peculiar creed:
I believe in man, and in the hope of the future,
The steady growth of knowledge and power over things,
The equality of all labouring for the communit~,
And a just world where everyone will be happy.
In Airman's creed Sayers describes the gospel of science
and technology of the twentieth century.

This gospel

had betrayed Europe and the rest of the world, especially
during World War II, for it had implied that "'somehow
good' would emerge of itself so long as we kept on going
on;" it deprecated "the idea that any act or choice could
3oorothy L. Sayers, The Just Vengeance, in Four
Sacred Plays (London: Gollancz, 1948), p. 297.
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be final or irrevocable. 114
But Airman was aware that things hadn't worked
out quite that well so far.

The choices he was given

in his life, he tells the martyr Fox, were all evil.
There seemed to be no way simply to leave things up to
God, for the very act of leaving alone caused havoc.
Just going on hadn't solved things; in fact, it had
made matters worse.
we try to do right
And someone is hurt--very likely the wrong person;
And if we do wrong, or even if we do nothing,
It comes to the same in the end. We drop a bomb
And condemn a thousand people to sudden death,
The guiltless along with the guilty. Or we refuse
To drop a bomb and condemn a thousand people
To a lingering death in a concentration camp
As surely as if we had set our hands to the warrant.
Should we have waited for judgment? We did wai~,
And innocent people died. We are the judgment.
The whole dilemma, Sayers explains elsewhere describing
the scene of her own country's pre-World War II predicament, is caused by an unwillingness to recognize evil.
She felt that it was a mistake to "direct all our efforts
to avoiding war at all costs, rather than to dealing
intelligently with the conditions of life which cause
4 Dorothy L. Sayers, Introduction to The Zeal of
Ih House, in Four Sacred Plays {London: Gol lancz,
1948), p. 297.

5sayers, Just Veng~ance. Subsequent references in
this chapter will be given in the text.
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wars . and are caused by wars.

This, in fact,

·"is precisely what we did in 1919-1939. 116

11

she says,

She felt

that England was in a large part "instrumental in bringing about" World War II "through a refusal of responsibility, and t~~ough a determined refusal to believe in
the poss i bi 1 i ty of a de l i berate wi 11 to e vi 1 . 11 7
It is no wonder, then, that Airman felt helpless
and confused about what he should have done.

Having

moved forward in the belief in the future, and now
facing the multitude of his ancestors, whose future he
embodies, he

se~s

prophetically his own future, and

believes he has worked and died in vain.

Airman's age

was not the first in which a man's choice of work, seen
as progress, misfired, as Sayers points out in this
play.

One episode takes this experience all the way

back to Eden, when Adam brings in his new invention,
his contribution to progress:

the Axe.

Children, applaud your father's new invention,
Which will go far to circumvent the curse
And usher in the new progressive age
Of leisure and prosperity.
(p. 304)
But this axe, made to speed up man's work, only increases
his curse by ushering in the "progressive" curse of
7sayers, "The Faust Legend and the Idea of the ·
Devil , p. 239.
11
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murder and death; and the attendant guilt.

The charac-

ter called Recorder in this play sums up the guilt:
Every man and every woman of you
Is the whole seed of Adam, not divided
But fearfully joined in the darkness of the double
self .
• • . Do not you all
Suffer with Abel and destroy with Cain,
Each one at once the victim and the avenger
Ti 11 Cain is Abel, being condemned for Abel,
And Abel Cain, in the condemning of Cain?
(pp. 313-14)
Each step forward to the man who does not understand
the nature of God and suffering and sin and guilt
plunges him backwards into deeper and deeper despair,
guilty in innocence as well as in sin.

But the comfort

comes in the information that "What matters is not so
much what you did as why you did it" (p. 295).
this is a threat as well as a comfort:

However,

false motives

will also be revealed if provision is made for pure
motives to be disclosed.
Airman thinks he can look forward to the judgment,
then, for justice, but Recorder warns him that he shall
have "more, perhaps," than he bargains for; "always
supposing, when it comes to the point, I You know
justice when you see it, or are prepared I To accept
it when you know it" (p. 296).

This sounds ominously

like a threat of doom for Airman, unable to raise either

·I
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himself or his progeny out of a trap not of his own
making.

He is guilty whatever he does, and he must

stand in judgment for his guilt, however guiltlessly
acquired. · This was the quagmire Britain found itself
to be in after postponing their entrance into World
War II, a quagmire felt not just by the country's
leaders, but by each individual, because each, supposedly,
in this enlightened and progressive age, had been given
a voice in the decisions of the country.

With the

choice came the burden of guilt and insecurity, a burden
Airman comes to realize cannot be borne; he must
surrender, which is the thing he mistakenly thought he
must fight in all forms.
This is it. This is what we have always feared-The moment of surrender, the helpless moment
When there is nothing to do but to let go . . . •
"Into Thy hands"--into another's hand
No matter whose; the enemy's hand, death's hand,
God's . . • • It is no use now clinging to the
controls,
Let some one else take over . . . . Into Thy hand,
0 God.
(p. 348)
·I

This certainly does not sound like a song of victory.
This sounds devastatingly like a stacked deck--a set up-not a fair show in the least.

God gives man an inde-

pendent spirit, and then allows him to live in a world
where that independence can do nothing but damn him.
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. But now that Sayers has her audience's empathy,
she allows the Persona, or Christ, to explain the whole
. situation, to bring the understanding essential for
making the work · and the world of man seem less of a
trick: ·
When you chose Me
You were made Mine, and I am yours for ever.
That which you gave, you have. All you who choose
To bear with Me the bitter burden of things
In patience, or being burdened without choice,
Choose only to be patient . . · .
Think, it is I that ~tand and suffer with you,
Adding My innocence to redeem your guilt,
And yours with Mine, to ransom all mankind.
This is My courtesy, to make you partners
With God in your own rescue . . . .
(pp. 350-51)
In giving man the chance to help in his own rescue,
God gave man the dignity and decency he would never have ·
felt had he been only the object of Divine benevolence
and not also an assistant in bringing about his own salvation.

He gave man the chance to endure /justice/,

helping each other as we may" (p. 347).
Many helpless people helped the helpless Christ on
the day of His crucifixion, and together they accomplished the single most powerful event in the history
of the universe.

Bearing their own burdens alone earlier

in the play, they are capable of accomplishing nothing
except a recounting and resentment of their griefs:

••
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Harlot:

My flesh
Was bought and sold in the market of the city,
Which spat on what it purchased. They who fouled me
Scorned me for being foul, and their sleek wives
Drew back their skirts from me.
Wife:

I · was a wife,
Hard-working, decent; and my husband said:
"Be still, be modest, do not paint your face.
Leave that to harlots--you 1 re a married woman.
So I obeyed my husband, and he sneered
At his pale wife, and gave himself to harlots.

11

Widow:
At least you had your husband; death took mine
And left me childless; and I saw the city
One graveyard.
Mother:
Death was merciful to you;
My children lived to break their mother's heart.
Child:
I was a child whom no one ever wanted.
I don't know what I did to offend the city
That men should send me crawling through black
chimneys
While other littl.e boys were playing ball.
(pp. 291-2)
But the life and death, the presence of Christ in the
world, informed the sufferings of these people.

Their

experiences provided them with a contribution to make
toward the salvation of the world.

Each was fitted

uniquely to help Our Lord bear the work He had to do
to redeem the world:
Martyr:
I am ready to carry the burden of the oppressor.
Harlot:
I will carry the shame.
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Labourer:
I'll give a hand with the toil.
And

•

•

•

Lunatic:
I will carry the fear that shatters the heart
and brain.

Wife:
I will carry the bitterness of betrayal . . . .
And I the grief.

Widow:

Mother:
I will bear man's ingratitude.
Child:
And I the ignorance,. that suffers and knows not why.
(pp. 343-4)
Each bearing the burdens they are capable of carrying
because of their experiences, and using that power in the
service of Christ, they find the understanding which
their lives needed to make them worthwhile; and thus
is the image of the Trinity created in them.
The understanding which this brings to Airman's
work has the power of informing his entire life, of
making it something which he does not have to figure out
alone.

There is a Wisdom behind all the muddle, it tells

him, which is working to sort things out for him.

There

is Someone within that wisdom who is sharing the whole
experience with him; it is no longer some strange, disembodied vision.

And his hope for the just society was

not a futile hope, only he must look beyond this world

·I
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for its fulfillment.

However, he now has the assurance

that it is on the way . . The scalene trinity in the life
of Airman was a lack of understanding to inform his work
and hope for his world.
is provided, and

Airma~

In _.Christ that understanding
stands complete.

The imbalance of Dr. Faust in

The Devil to Pay

is more glaring, but also a sympathetic imbalance.

Dr.

Faust is the embodiment of the person who is so intent
· on serving the needs of the community that he fails to
· seek a clear understanding of the nature of the universe
and therefore ·f ails to choose the kind of work which can
be truly beneficial to society.

Of . Faust, Sayers said,

Looking with the eyes of today upon that
legendary figure of the man who bartered
away his soul, I see in him the type of
the impulsive reformer, oversensitive to
suffering, impatient of the facts, eager
to set the world right by a sudden overthrow,
in his own strength and regardless of the
ineluctable nature of things. When he finds 8
it is not to be done, he falls into despair.
In his despair, Mephistopheles, the Devil's agent, comes
to Faust and offers him the power to cure the world's
ills in exchange for his soul.

In an excess of unin-

formed zeal, Faust makes the exchange, and the course of
8
oorothy L. Sayers, .Introduction to fhe Devil to
ill, in Four Sacred Plays (London: Gollanc~l948),
pp. 112-13. Further references will be given in text.
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the play is begun.
Two young and simple-minded people work with Faust
both before and after he sells his soul.
Wagner love Faust.

Lisa and

In the days before his pact with

Mephistopheles, they watched him try to bring understanding to the people of his village, but the people
11

only want to learn how to get rich, or to beg him to

cure their diseases" {p. 122).

In a kind of prayer,

Faust reveals his love for mankind and at the same time
his lack of understanding of the role of suffering in
the world.

11

0h, _ God,

11

he says, "I am sick at heart.

When I see how ill this world is _governed, and all the
wretchedness that men suffer, I would give my immortal
soul to be done with ·. it all" (p. 125).
This is the devi 1 1 s cue.

Sayers once wrote that

"to aim directly at serving the community is to forget
the community and serve the work .

•

•

•

If your heart

is not wholly in the work . . . it only serves Mammon. 119
Faust's soul-sickness, however virtuous-looking, stems
more from the fact that he is unable to be very comfortable in a world where suffering constantly forces
itself onto his attention.
9

He is not the kind of man

Quoted by Margaret P. Hannay in the introduction
to As -Her
Her,
- Whimsey Took - p. xvi.
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who can see it and forget it.

He has a guilty feeling

that he must do something about it, and that guilt won't
let him rest.

He is, however, mistaken in believing

that he can be the one to cure the world's ills, for
his fallen nature is itself one of the world's ills.
But Mephistopheles has heard his wish, and he
comes to him and tempts him further along this train of
thought:
You are older than you should be. Mark you, mark
How lean men grow who try to save the world.
That line betwixt the brows--what wrote it there
But squinnying close at books, and frowning down
Your nose at ignorance? And the sour folds
At the corner of the mouth, the virtuous stamp
That Pharisees wear like phylacteries,
Proclaiming at what dear and grudged expense
They are chaste and sober; and the red-rimmed eyes
That weep to see how men enjoy their lusts,
Being so strangely happier than the godly.
(pp, 136-37)
These taunts convince Faust that the plodding help he
has given the people of Wittenburg in the past has been
: given in vain, and they make him ammenable to the Devil's
proposition.

11

Rather than grapple with the opposition

of good and evil," Sayers says, "he dissociates himself
from common human experience' 1 (p. 114).
And then the fun begins.

A blind beggar stands

outside the door just as the bargain is struck, and
Faust runs out to give gold to the poor sufferer,

't
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exuberantly planning to cure the ills which God has
allowed, presumably because He is "blind, I Deaf, mad,
cruel, helpless, imbecile or dead!"

The moment he is

out the door, Mephistopheles calls down to Lucifer:
the bird is caught-You may turn off the lights and put the cat out
And shut the door and go downstairs to bed.
I shall not be home for supper.
And in an aside to himself he adds, uThese virtuous
fools!"

(P. 140.)

The beggar, meanwhile, becomes the

first victim of Faust's new devilish benevolence.

Blind

and helpless, loaded with gold, he is a perfect mark.
Within minutes he is mugged and robbed, and left much
worse off than before.

Faust has the power to pass

out gold, but not the power to fix crooked hearts.
The beggar is only the first victim, however.
Soon a whole chorus of victims cries out against him:
1st woman:
We were poor, and Faustus gave us gold. Now my
husband has left his home and gone to live wantonly
with harlots.
1st man:
I was a cripple and lived by begging. Faustus
cured me, and · now I must work to live."
2nd woman:
I was barren, and Faustus laid his spells upon
me, and now I have borne a child that is possessed
by seven devils.
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2nd man:
I loved ·my wife, and she died. Faustus raised
her from the dead and lo! she is become a shrew,
a vixen, the veriest termagent in Rome.
Wife:
Thou art a beast to say so. Take that, coward!
(p. 152)

There is another group of people angry at Faust,
though, and this group is an interesting picture of the
way Sayers felt toward the
church leaders.

11

understanding 11 of some

A Cardinal and a Priest, discussing

Faust's miracles, reveal their belief that suffering is
meant to point men to the Church and its leaders, for
"what, pray, would become of religion," asks the Priest,
"if there were no such thing as suffering? .

•

•

what would happen to us, I should like to know?

And
No sin,

no sermon; no cross, no cardinal; no pain, no Pope!"

· (P. 149.)

However, the Pope in the play, Julius II,

Sayers carefully picked from history to represent a
church leader with a truer understanding of where
suffering should point: 10
.I

Hard it is, very hard,
To travel up the slow and stony road
To Calvary, to redeem mankind; far better
To make but one resplendent miracle,
Lean through the cloud, lift the right hand of power
And with a sudden lightning smite the world perfect.

!OH one, p. 97. .
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Yet this was not God's way, Who had the power,
But set it by, choosing the cross, the thorn,
The sorrowful wounds. Something there is, perhaps,
That power destroys in passing, something supreme,
To whose great value in the eyes of God
That cross, that thorn, and those five wounds bear
witness. (p. 156)
....
~

Besides the Pope, Faust has his two companions to
urge him to return to the "slow and stony road.

11

Wagner asks him if h·e doesn't remember the gratitude of
the people of Wittenburg for "All those presents of fish
and vegetables?
them home.

I

had hard work, 11 he says,

11

to carry

And Lisa pleads, "Won't you· come back to

11

Wittenburg and heal

th~

sick with your drugs · and simples

as you did before?

Indeed, indeed, you were much

happier then, 11 to which Faust replies, "Much happier,
L i s a 11

(

p • 157 ) •

Un a b 1 e to t u r n h i m ba c k , t h ey d e t e r .;; -·

mine to carry on his work themselves, so that "when
God sees what we. are doing,

11

they say, "He will say:

That is the real Faustus; that's what he really meant
to do .

•

•

•

our work will plead for our master's

soul 11 (p. 168).
The presence of these three people in the play-the Pope, who is very knowledgeable and wise, and
Lisa and Wagner, not so knowledgeable, but useful
people who are wise in their understanding of the
role of work in their world--indicate that Faust did

',.
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not have to fall for the trap laid by the Devil.
Wagner's experience has told him that Faust's search
for quick remedies, which he thought would bring him
peace, is the wrong tacti-c.
he says,

11

"To aim at happiness,"

is· to miss the mark, for happiness is not an

end at all.

It is something that comes of itself, when

we are busy about other matters

11

(p. 176).

Faust felt

the work as a curse, but when the Devil offered him a
release from his work, he found his curse only increased.
Sayers felt that twentieth-century man was being
fed this same line:

Quick, relieve the suffering!

Send money, send leaders, send arms!
criminal, weed out society!

Find the

But when, in spite of

all his efforts along these lines, the suffering in
the world only increases, he feels betrayed.

Sayers

felt there was an understanding available which could
preclude this sense of betrayal.
It seems to me most important that, in face
of present world conditions, the doctrines
of the reality of evil and the value of
suffering should be kept in the very front
line of Christian affirmation. I mean, it
is not enough to say that religion produces
virtues and the personal consolations side
by side with the very obvious evils and pains
that afflict mankind, but that God is alive
and at work Within the evil and the suffering,
perpetually transforming them by the positive
· energy which He had with the Father before
.·

·t
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the world was made. 11
After his death, Faust faces his judgment.

Once

. his mistake is made clear ·to him, and the Devil is
...

.

shown in his true identity, · he is given the choice
either to live content eternally, but never to see
God's face, or to go with Mephistopheles to Hell,

11

and

through the bars of those .relentless gates gaze on the
glory of the Lord far off and know that He is terrible
and just" (p. · 205).

In other words, Faust is given

the chance to make again the decision he was faced with
the day he sold his soul to the Devil, only this time
he has the understanding he lacked when he made the
first decision.

That time he chose to take the path of

contentment~-the

path which allowed him to throw gold

to the blind beggar to stop his unsettling clamor, but
the path which also denied him an acquaintance with
God.

This time he makes a different choice:

chooses to

go

he

with Mephistopheles to hell, and from

there "Look up to God.

11

for he says:

I know
Whose feet can tread the fire as once the water,
And l will call upon Him out of the deep . . .
If I go down to hell

11

s~yers, Creed or Chaos? p. 30.
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He is there also; or · if He stand without,
My ha nd s s h a l l ba t t e r a g a i ns t he l l 1 s br a z e n g a t e s
Till the strong bars burst assunder and let Him
in • . •

Spare not Thy rod, for Thou hast borne the rod,
Quench not Thy fire, for Thou didst pass through
fire,
(p.
209)
Only be with me!
This time he does not close his mind to the understanding which inevitably brings with it unceasing toil;

this time he chooses that toil, knowing he will not
have to endure it alone.

And in God's judgment, he

knows he has found justice, and his faith shows him
that God is the only Author of a just society; it is not
something either man or the devil can accomplish.
While Faust's problem was to neglect God and his
proper work for the supposed good of society, in
Zeal of ill. House

The

the architect, William of Sens, is

guilty of neglecting God and the people around him for
the work he was doing--exceptionally well-done work,
but uninformed by the true Christian vision.

An artist,

as Ralph Hone points out in his biography of Sayers,
11

works with God because he is a creator, but he is apt

to neglect God for the work; and so he faces the danger
of idolatry. 1112

Faust followed the Way of Rejection

but l4i·lliam of S~ns~·-in Ghoosing the Way of Affirmation;,

12 Hone, p. 86.
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was subject to the danger of worshipping the incarnation of his idea, 13 and we recall that Christ Himself
would not allow men to worship Him; only the Father
was worthy of that kind of veneration. ·
When the play begins, William of Sens is being
considered for the work of restoring Canterbury
Cathedral.

Various church leaders present their views

about the type of workman who should be chosen for the
job.

Theodatus wants John of Kent, for he "is a young

man of devout life. 1114
that to do with it?"

But Stephen replies, "What has
Stephen reflects the attitude of

Sayers toward the importance of having the very best
workman possible so that the work can truly give glory
\>

to God.

However, as the play proceeds, it becomes

apparent that she still felt excellent craftsmanship
must be informed craftsmanship as well.

Arguing for

the less-than-perfect, though most gifted, William of
Sens, the Prior says:
God founded His Church, not upon John,
The loved disciple, that lay so close to His heart
. . . but Peter;
Peter the liar, Peter the coward, Peter
The rock, Peter the common man. John was all gold,
13 Hone, p. 86.

14 sayers, The Zeal of Thy House, p. 30.
quent references-wlll be gTven-in the text.

Subse-
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And gold is rare; the work might wait while God
Ransacked the corners of the earth to find
Another John; but Peter is the stone
Whereof the world is made.
So stands the Church,
Stone upon stone, and Christ the corner-stone
Carved of the same ·stuff, common flesh and blood,
With you, and me, and Peter; and He can,
Being the alchemist'~ stone, the stone of Solomon,
Turn stone to gold, and purge the gold itself
From dross, till all is gold.
(p. 60)
But the impression is definitely given that the stone
will be expected to turn to gold.

William of Sens,

who is not gold, is destined for a change.
William was right for his work in all but his
understanding of the nature of God and His place in the
service of God and society.

Raphael, one of the angels

giving commentary on the affairs of men as the play
proceeds, sees William's work as prayer.

Aware of the

sins of William of Sens, but awed by the art, he says,
"the work shall speak I And save the workman" (p. 38).
Later this remark proves to have been prophetic.
To William, his work is everything; even the
beautiful Lady Ursula, he says, will not be allowed to
interfere with the dream of his work, but she does
interfere with the work of others, with the work of
the men William depends upon for the realization of
his idea.

His affair with her, and her presence at

the sight of his work transfers the minds of his
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assistants from the creation to the creator, and
eventually this distraction does, after all, interfere
with his work.
Several comments made by William reveal his
faulty understanding of the purpose of work in the
world.

He tells the monk Gervase that it is good to

.use one's own talents, but gives the wrong reason for
that goodness:

not the good of the soul, or the

bettering of the society, nor the enrichment of the
understanding, but for a reason similar to the one
Adam gave in Just Vengeance
axe:

11

for the creation of the

the world wou 1 d move fas ter

11
(

p. 39).

He

expresses a bel'ief that "Idleness is the only sin.

Like

God I I must be doing in my little world, / Lest,
lacking - me, the moon and stars should fail

11

(p. 69).

This is true and false at the same time.

On the one

hand, he has grasped the importance to the universal
movement of each man's work, but on the other, this
comment reflects a certain excess of pride, for it
shows that he sees his own work as important as God's,
or even vital for the maintenance of the universe; it
is not either, as he discovers at the end of the play.
It is after William speaks of damning his soul for
the work that his work does speak out for him, but not
in the way Raphael might have expected it to.

Not only

t
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does his good work, but also his bad work, his evenings
with Lady Ursula, speaks out.
to one young worker.

11

"Listen to me,

he says

11

At my age one learns that some-

times one has to damn one's soul for the sake of the
work.

Trust me, God shall have a choir fit for His

service.

Does anything else really matter?"

(P. 34.)

Something else does matter, but he discovers it quite
late.

On a day when William had planned to use one of

his own inventions to swing himself high into the
vaulted ceiling and place a carefully crafted stone,
Lady Ursula happens to come to the cathedral.

Her

presence stirs up the workers, and they jest and gossip
at the architect's expense.

Distracted, they fail to

catch a flaw in the rope used to haul the artist up to
the ceiling.

Just as he is at the height of his glory,

the rope breaks, and he plunges to the ground.
Bruised and broken, unable to take any active part
in the construction, William begins to discover what it
is that matters most in the universe.

Now William of

Sens himself becomes the work, and finds that an artist
fit for God's service by a clear understanding of service to God is more valuable to the Creator than a
cathedral choir, however perfectly executed.
Three things William finds

after his fall:

·I
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First, he finds the wisdom sought by the first wise-man:
0, I have sinned. The eldest sin of all,
Pride, that struck down the morning star from Heaven
Hath struck down me from where I sat and shone
Smiling on my new world. All other sins
God will forgive but that.
And he finds the justice sought by the third wise-man:
11

! am damned, damned," he says, but adds, "justly" (p.

98).

But he also finds, as Faust found, what the

second wise-man sought.

He finds a Friend and Companion,

One who also was a Craftsman, and he goes to Him now
that he recognizes his own position in the world:
Jesu, the carpenter's Son, the Master-builder,
Architect, poet, maker . . . let not the Church
Be lost through me . . . .
The work is sound, Lord God, no rottenness there-Only in me. Wipe out my name from men
But not my work; to other men the glory
And to Thy Name alone.
(p. 99)
This is the understanding that was more important than
the work, that needed to precede the work.

Michael,

the archangel, replies to this request:
·I

Be comforted, thou that wast rich in gifts;
For thou art broken on the self-same rack
That broke the richest Prince of all the world,
The Mast-man. Thou shalt not surely die, Save as He died; nor suffer, save with Him;
Nor 1 ie in hel 1, for He hath conquered hel 1
And flung the gates wide open. They that bear
The cross with Him, with Him shall wear a crown
Such as the angels know not. Then be still,
And know that He is God, and God alone.
(p. 100)
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William the craftsman, understood by the Craftsman, is
saved by Him, for He, too, pleads for His work, pleads
for mankind, the way William pleads for the cathedral.
William of Sens is the Master's craft, beloved as he
himself loved the cathedral.
In Sayers' plays, all the sinners find One who can
help their understanding, guide their work, and give
them justice.

But in the final play we shall consider,

He That Should Come, that One is brought into this
world to begin the work which in the other plays we have
seen the results of.

But no one is ·there who can teach

Him what He alone must learn, who can prepare Him for
the work of suffering He must undertake, or who can
bring Him justice.

He must become those things which

wise men seek, or leave them to forever seek in vain.
In this play, the night of Christ's birth is surrounded with commonplace.

It is set in the crowded

courtyard of an inn in Bethlehem.

Sayers once comple-

mented Charles Williams for recognizing that each age was
modern to itself. 15 In this play Sayers very effectively
portrays this sense of modernity in Christ's time.
The people whose conversations we hear are people quite
like ourselves, and in them we can recognize the same
15

Hone, p. 149.
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desires we feel ourselves.

They discuss, in general

terms , not near 1y so phi 1o sop hi ca 1 , poet i c , or s ucc i n ct ,
those things which the wise-men at the beginning of
this play are in search of:

an understanding of the

reasons behind the universe; a way of finding their
work meaningful; and especially a way to a just and
decent way of life, one which would not be likely to
cram people into the courtyard of a dirty inn for the
sake of a tax-increasing census.
It becomes obvious that, in that day as in this,
no one is very likely to understand the Gospel Christ
brings, precisely because they are looking in the wrong
places for the wrong things, and because the things
they want are so imbalanced.
into scalene trinities.

Their lives are formed

A Centurian, in his conversa-

tion with a Pharisee, reveals his dominating interest in
a society of peace, but also reveals this his lack of
understanding about the nature of God will preclude the
possibility of building such a society along the lines
he suggests:
I can't understand you Jews. Can't you live
and let live? . •
We've got temples in
Rome to all sorts of odd foreign deities, you'd
be surprised; and if you liked to put one up
there to your Jehovah, or whatever you call
him, there's no reason why he and our Jove
shouldn't get on capitally together . . . .

't
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Well, it's no affair of mine. But if your
Messiah is proposing to start a war of
religion---16
Others demonstrate a false understanding of what the
just society in God's mind would entail.

They do not

anticipate the admonition Christ gave His disciples to
love one another--to bear each other's burdens.
is not the revamping of society they expect.

That

In fact,

Sayers points out in this play, what Christ brought,
what he performed by His life and death, were so
unexpected that they were destined to be misunderstood,
as a Jewish gentleman demonstrates after the cry of the
newborn Christ is heard:
Centurion:
Kingdoms rise and fa 11, wars are waged,
politicians wrangle, trade suffers, poor men
starve, philosophers exchange insults and
agree in nothing except that times are very
evil . and mankind rapidly going to the dogs.
And yet, when one more soul is born into this
highly unsatisfactory world, every body conspires to be delighted.
Jewish Gentleman:
And every time his parents are persuaded that
he's going to turn out something wonderful,
whereas, if they only knew it, he's destined,
as likely as not, to finish up between two
thieves on Crucifixion Hill. It all makes me
feel very old and disillusioned. {p. 267)
16 sayers, He That Should Come, p. 250. Subsequent
references in tnfs chapter w111 be given in the body . of
this paper.

.I
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Even though few understand the wisdom He brings,
and no one is there to give Him wisdom; even though
few understand the yoke He came to share, and no one
is there to share His yoke; even though few would
accept His idea of a just society, and no one is there
to give Him

jus~ice,

still, to the people who show Him

kindness, who do their part, however small it seems to
share His load--to these people the promise is given:
they will be remembered when He comes into His Kingdom.
That Kingdom informs what they do for Him.
1st Shepherd:
All h~il, little king! See, here is a woolen
fleece to be your royal robe.
2nd Shepherd:
All hail, little king! Here is a shepherd's
crook, to be your royal sceptre.
3rd Shepherd:
All hail, little king! Here is a twist of
flowering thorn to be your royal crown.
Mary:
My Son shall remember you all when He comes
into His kingdom.
Jewish Gentleman:
Madam, I fear I have come unprovided . . . .
But if ever your Son and I should meet again,
I will have a rich gift ready for him.
Mary:
Sir, we shall not forget your good will.
is your name?
Jewish Gentleman:
I am Joseph of Arimathaea.

What

(Pp. 272-3)
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At the end of the play, we see the three wise-men,
riding by faith to find wisdom, companionship, and
justice in the person of Christ, Who found these things
only in God the Father, the Eternal Idea, the true
Understanding, and thereby linked God and man.

It is

this searching through Christ for the balanced answer
to these desires which provides a thematic unity for
Sayers' religious plays.
Just Vengeance tells the story of a man uncertain
what his work should be, who realized that everything
he touched turned out wrong, or so it seemed.

Christ s
1

mission, once made clear to him, showed him a new way
of looking at his work so that its worth became apparent.
The Devil

to~

tells the story of a man unwilling to

accept the limitations given him along with his work.
Again, the Gospel makes clear to him the necessity of
those limitations.

The Zeal of lh.Y House is about a

man who began to worship his work instead of God.

But

in his recognition of the work of creation taking place
in the universe and in himself, he becomes willing to
be the work of God as his primary concern, and in being
that work finds new meaning in his own.

And finally,

in He That Should Come, we see that the world at the
moment its desires are about to be fulfilled in Christ,
and we are shown that the only thing needed to find

.I
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this fulfillment is to be willing to recognize it when
we see it.

·I

IV:

Expository Prose--Essays, Addresses, Letters
While the secular novels of Dorothy L. Sayers

deal primarily with making one's way in the world
and

g~tting

'.

along with one's neighbor, and her reli-

gious drama focuses on the importance of the sacrament of work, her expository prose predominantly
conveys her sense of the importanca of understanding
the nature of man and of God, and the meaning of the
Christian creed.

Perhaps this is a natural way to

deal with each of the three aspects of a balanced
· life.

Novels are most amenable

to dealing with

life in .a social group; plays can spotlight the
work and life of the individual most effectively;
and essays are the most likely medium for passing
along admonishments and detailed explanations .o f
the importance of understanding doctrine as well as
the doctrine itself.

We do not want in this chapter

to concern ourselves so much with what she says in
. ·her essays as with whether or not we can find
further evidence to support the idea that Sayers
felt the Christian

~ife

should exhibit a balanced

trinity of understanding, diligent work, and participation. in the ·world . .
60
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- The predominate exhortation in · Sayers
to "get wisdom. 11

essays is

1

She was dismayed by the spiritual

ignorance of her times, not so much because people
had not been given the chance to learn and to understand, but because the understanding they had so
kindly been handed had generally been the result of
misinformation about the nature of God.
generally succeeded in doing
enlighten.
friends

11

~ore

This had

to confuse than to

The impression she got from her

11

young

of the religious ignorance of her time is

expressed in an imaginary questionnaire, answers to
which she concocted based upon the garbled views she
had encountered.

God the Father is perceived as

Someone who "created the world and imposed on man
conditions impossible of

-

.

fulfillment~"

angry if these are not carried out. 11
11

Who gets "very
God the Son,

un1 i ke -God the Father • . . i s fr i end 1y to man and

did His best to reconcile man to God . · .

•

•

He has

a good deal of influence with God, and if you want
anything done, it is · best to apply to Him.

11

There is

a sin against God the Holy Ghost "which damns you for
ever, but nobody knows what it is."
is the sating of God's

11

The Atonement

vindictive sadism" by the

crucifixion of His own · Son . . • . "

"'Original sin'

'

.
•
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means that anything we enjoy doing is wrong."
is

Faith

Resolutely shutting your eyes to scientific
fact, and so forth. 1
11

11

Sayers

did not find empty church pews to be a

surprising condition in light of so much misunderstanding surrounding

Christi~nity.

What she did

·;.-:::~

find surprising was the insistence of some that the
answer to this problem lay in presenting Christianity
without. all the dogma, to present religion without
theology . . But Sayers believed that "A religion without theology and without relation to secular thought
is apt to become a spiritual shimaera bombinating in
a mental vacuum. 112

We are so used to being satisfied

just to get along with each other, she said, satisfied with . a "superficial consensus of opinion about
~, .

the ethics of behaviour,

11

that we have come to be

deluded by the idea that theology is not important.
But if a man puts his view of the way the world should
be into action, and we find that it is more than just
an interesting point of view, and actually a totally
revolting form of existence (c.f. Hitler),

11

to our
·I

1

Dorothy L. Sayers, "The Dogma Is the Drama, in
Christian Letters to a Post-Christian World (Grand
Rapids, MI: Wm. B.Eerdmans Pub. Co., 1969), pp. 24-25.
2

11

Hone, p. 130.
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horror and surprise,. ,

11

she says:

the foundations of society are violently
shaken, the crust of morality that looked
so solid splits apart, and we see that it
is only a thin bridge over an abyss in which
two dogmas, incompatible as fire a~d water,
are seething explosively together.
This, Sayers believed, was just about exactly
what had happened in the case of Hitler's Germany.
The Western world simply thought Hitler's ideas were
interesting philosophical questions--until he began
translating them into action.

But his actions

showed vividly the incompatibility of his ideas with
)

those of the Christian world, and left people with
a little more respect for the power of ideas.

Sayers

believed that Germany was guilty of the sin "which
cannot be forgiven because it cannot be recognized
'Or repented," and this

11

is the sin of sins that

necessarily brings all others in its train. 114
Germany was not just naughty, knowing what was right
and doing what was wrong.

Germany had fallen for

the "magnificent set-up" of the Devil, whom Sayers
believed tries to appeal to men's virtues (c.f. Faust),
tries thereby to look noble and reasonable, but is
3sayers, Creed or Chaos? pp. 11-12.
4sayers, Begin Here, p. 89.
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actually corrupted by a soft spot in the center of
his mind, "where dwells the eternal illusion. 115
In order to discern this illusion, people must
be aware of the necessity of using their intellect.
Dante knew who the damned were.

One of the sentences ·

at the entrance to Satan's realm, he wrote, is this:
"Here dwell the wretched people who have lost the
good of the intellect."

"His Hell," Sayers says, "is

the picture of an eternal possibility within the heart
the gate to that Hell always stands

of man; and .

•

wide · open. 116

It is quite natural that Sayers should

•

ha ve c a 1 l e d " b1a·s phem o us i nso 1e nc e " t he u s e o f Chr i s t 1 s
saying about little children to support the campaign
against theological training.

This, she felt, was

in fact the opposite of Christ's intent, for
Every normal child is a walking interrogation
mark; its ruling passion is to learn and
express itself; it becomes dull and inert
only by association with adult dullards.
When we cease to grow, when we cease to ask
inte·lligent · questions, then indeed we have
ceased to be as little children, a?d the
Kingdom of Heaven is closed to us.
The assertion by a Dr. Selbie, former Principal of
5

Sayers, "The Faust Legend,

II

p. 231 •

6

Sayers, "The Faust Legend,

II

p. 240-41.

7sayers, Begin Here, p.
124.
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Mansfield College, that "the rise of the new dogmatism" poses

11

a fresh and serious threat to Christian

unity" filled Sayers with dismay.

He maintained that

dogma, although interesting to theologians, cannot
possibly be of any interest to the common man.

Sayers

argued that "religious dogma is in fact nothing but a
'

statement of doctrine concerning the nature of life
and the universe," pointing out that it is the only
thing which can separate such incompatible dogmas as
humanism and Christianity, Paganism and Theism.

She

blamed teachers for not making it clear that doctrine
is not an arbitrary set of regulations, but rather an
answer to the urgent need to detect heresy, which is,
she says,

11

largely the expression of opinion of the

untutored average man, trying to grapple with the
1

..

,..

problems of the universe at the point where they
· begin to .interfere with his daily life· and thought. 118
Sayers could have agreed with Nathan Scott's idea that
"the act of religious reflection is the act that all
men are performing at whatever point they begin to
search their experience . . . for the guaranty or

8 sayers, Creed or Chaos? pp. 17-18, 24.
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sanction that finally gives warrant to human
existence. 119
Those who argued that Christianity consists of
only doing good and being kind came in for a sharp
response from Sayers:
It is fatal to let people suppose that
Christianity is only a mode of feeling; it
is vitally necessary to insist that it is
first and foremost a rational explanation
of the universe. It is hopeless to offer
Christianity as a vaguely idealistic aspiration of a simple and consoling kind; it is,
on the contrary, a hard, tough, exacting
and complex doctrine, steeped in a drastic
and uncompromising realism.
Some people were afraid of showing Christianity in
this light, but Sayers recognized, at least among
the youth of her time, a desire for something sub, stantial which coul ·d inform their lives and decisions. 10
.This prompted her to say that, far from being "an
other-worldly, unreal, idealistic kind of religion
which suggests that if we are good we shall be happy,
Christianity "is fiercely and even harshly realistic,
insisting that the kingdom of Heaven can never be
attained in this world except by unceasing toil and
9 Nathan A. Scott, Jr., The Poetry of Civic Virtue
(Philadelphia: Fortress PreSS"'; 1976), P:- 33.
10 sayers, Creed or Chaos? pp. 12-15.
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struggle and vigilance.

11

But there is a reward for

all of this which the understanding Christian will
appr~ciate, for even though Christianity does not

promise that we can be either good or happy, Sayers
says, it does provide for

11

certain eternal achievements

that make even happiness look like trash. 1111

What-

ever Christ brought, she says, it certainly wasn't
"the peace of an amiable indifference. 1112

But if one

believes in Him, then what one does with one's life
really matters, which is far more satisfying to someone with a functioning intellect than the vanishing
froth of merely feeling happy. ·
People without understanding would be apt to make
0

the mistake made by Faust--to look for something to
do which would make them happy and keep the world
)around them quiet so they could enjoy that happiness
in peace. : But these are people whose scalene trinities
are caused by the absence of wisdom, and "The Devil
to Pay 11 demonstrated their destiny.

Sayers found it

re g r e ta b1e 11 t ha·t muc h of o ur s o c i a 1 ma c h i ne r y ha s i n
these days been given over into the hands" of people
11

12

..

Sayers, Creed or Chaos? pp. 33-34.
sayers, Creed or Chaos? p. 26.
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who either

11

cannot make it work at all , 11 or who

wrench and damage it in handling, or who irresponsibly
s e t i t i n mo t i o n a nd t ur n i t 1o o s e _, " wi t ho ut co n trolling it or noticing what has become of it.
people, she says, ' 11 are not unin;telligent, nor

These

11

yet

idle or unskilled; it is simply that there are certain
things which they do not know. 1113
One of the specific things Sayers thought needed
to be known was the true nature of sin as that which
goes against nature, and she -quotes T. S. Eliot, who
s a i d t ha t

11

a wr ong a t t i t u d e tow a rd s na t u re .i mp 1 i e s ,

somewhere, a wrong attitude towards God, and the consequence is inevitable doom. 1114

Sayers felt that the

modern notion of sin as our reaction to our environment leaves men feeling hel ·pless.

She felt that

"There is a good deal to be said for the opinion -that
a sin is a sin and an error an error;
were
~
;-'

1

11

•

that once they

examined, admitted, repented of," they could be

p ut o u t o f o u r . t ho ug ht s •

is .

11

•

S h e a d de d t h a t

11

Re p e nta nc e

another way of saying that the bad past is

to be considered as the starting point for better

13

sayers, Mind of the Maker, p. 176.

14

sayers, ·creed or Chaos? p. 37.
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things.

11

In another place, she ·writes:
if we could really be persuaded that we
are miserable sinners--that the trouble
~not outside us, but inside us, and that
therefore, by the grace of God we can do
something to put it right, we should
receive that message as the most hopeful
and heartening thing that can be imagined.

She felt that biology and Freudian psychology had
been extremely helpful in helping men to understand
their "inner dislocation

11

and that it was

11

a thousand

pities that the Church should ever have allowed these
weapons to be turned against her. 1115

Doing so was,

in a sense, neglecting the .society which the Church
was supposed to inform, and the Church's guilt in
doing so was punished by the very things it had
ignored when they turned against her.
remained less of a dead

l~tter

Had theology

and more of a meeting

of the need to describe universal truth, adding to
itself as it aged, this never would have happened,
Sayers believed.
She also believed that men must "believe rightly
the Incarnation of Our Lord Jesus Christ" or "there
is not the faintest reason why he should believe at
15 sayers, Creed or Chaos? pp. 20, 21, 36.
.I
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all.

Without right believing, she goes on, "it is

11

· wholly irrelevant to chatter about 'Christian principles, 11116 for they are to be the Energy which serves
as a revelation of the understanding.
This leads us to Sayers' comments 1n her essays
on the importance of work.

Regarding the work of the

Christian, Sayers says that it is the present unsacra. mental understanding of work which has caused confusion
in the understanding of the role of man and matter in
· th e u n i ver s e .

S h e s ay s :

The Church is a good deal to blame for having
connived at this. From the eighteenth century
onwards, she has tended to acquiesce in what
I may call the 'industrious apprentice' view
of the matter:
Work hard and be thrifty,
and God will bless you with a contented mind
and a competence.' This is nothing but
enlightened self-interest in its vulgarest
form, and plays directly into the 9ands of
the monopolist and the financier. 1
1

In an article entitled "Why Vlork?", Sayers complained that all the church usually said to an
intel 1 igent carpenter was to
r'

11

come to church on

Sundays"and to refrain from being "drunk and dis16

Sayers, Creed or Chaos? p. 20.

17

sayers, Cree d or Ch aos.? p. 21 .
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orderly in his leisure hours.

11

Instead, she says,

the church should tell him "that the very first demand
that his religion makes upon him is that he should
make good tables."

The rest of his life can be

virtuous as well, but that virtue will do him no good
"if in the very center of his life and occupation he
is insulting God with bad carpentry," for Sayers
believed that "the only Christian work is good work
well done. 1118
Another misunderstanding about work lay in the
belief that unpleasant work is always more virtuous
than pleasant.

This attitude, Sayers maintains, "is

firmly rooted in this exaggerated valuation set on
pride:
I do not mean that there is no nobility in
doing unpleasant things from a sense of duty,
but only that there is more nobility in doing
them gladly out of sheer love of the job.
The Puritan thinks otherwise; he is inclined
to say, of course, So-and-so works very hard
and has given up a good deal for such-andsuch a cause, but there's no merit in that-he enjoys doing it." The merit, of course,
lies precisely in the enjoyment, and the
11

18 Hone, pp. 133-34,

quoted from a talk entitled
"Why Work?" qiven by Sayers to a group of churchmen
on 23 April 1942.
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nobility of So-and-so consists in the very
fact that he is the kind of person to whom
the doing of that piece of work is delightf u 1 • 19

However, if a man is not given a chance to do work
that is truly worth doing well, he is being deprived ·
of the chance to live a balanced life, and, in Sayers'
view, he was thereby being kept from fulfilling the
image of the Maker in himself.

She felt that

11

0ur

best chance of having a good time will be to arrange
our ideas, and our society, in such a way that everybody will have an opportunity to work hard and find
happiness in doing well. 1120

The informed Christian

should understand enough the concept of the image of
God in man to take it upon himself to see that it is in
no way strangled in his fellowman.

This is why she

insisted that "it is impossible to have a Christian
doctrine of society

~xcept

as a corollary to Christian

dogma about the place of man in the universe. 1121
This would have some fairly serious ramifications
~

for our industrially and economically based society.
In order for a work to be judged worth doing, Sayers
19 sayers, Mind of the Maker, p. 135.
20 oorothy L. Sayers, "Living to Work, in Unpopular
Opinions (New York: Harcourt, Brace & Co., 1947), p. 155.
21 Sayers, Creed or Chaos? p. 42.
11

.·.
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said, "it must be measured by the standard of eternity"
· rather than by how much money it can bring;
. be done for God first and foremost."

11

it must

In other words,

"the Energy must faithfully manifest forth the Idea"
· just as

11

the Son does the wi 11 of the Father.

11

However, she adds:
if we conclude that creative mind is in fact
the very grain of the spiritual universe-we cannot arbitrarily stop our investigations
with the man who happens to work in stone, or
paint~ or music, or letters.
We shall have
to . ask ourselves whether the same pattern is
not also exhibited in the spiritual structure
of every man and woman. And, if it is, whether,
· by confining the average man and woman to
uncreative activities and an uncreative outlook,
we are not doing violence to the very structure
of our being.
She continues

lat~t

with an interesting specific

:, application of this idea: ·
Is the man, for example, engaged in the massproduction of lavatory cisterns encouraged to
bring to his daily monotonous toil the vision
splendid of an increasingly hygienic world?
I doubt it; yet there is much merit in sanitary
plumbing--more, if you come to think of it,
than there is in warfare. But if the common
man were really to adopt this high-minded and
Christian attitude to the worth of his work
and th~ needs of his· neighbor, are there not
some products whi22 he would refuse at all
costs to produce?
22

sayers, 'Mind of the· Maker, pp. 185, 219, 225.
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Sayers was aware, however, that the current
structure of society could not support such universal
creativity.
11

Btit she felt it was imperative that we

bend our minds to grapple with this question of

production and distribution
it

11

11

to find a way to settle

without revolution, ·without sacrificing our

liberty of opinion, and without reducing the standard
of living to bare subsistence level," including
passing out jobs that provi _ de nothing but a meager
living. 23
We cannot deal with industrialism or unemployment unless we lift work out of the
economic, political and social spheres and
consider it also in terms of the work's worth
and the love of the work, as being in itself
a sac~ament and 2~nifestation of man's
creative energy.
If man's understanding were perfect, and if his
work could serve as a manifestation of that understanding, the power of this would naturally be felt in the
formation of a life with "a little decency" which the
third wise-man sought.
11

But Sayers realized that

there is at present something incomplete about the
23

sayers, Begin ·Here, p. 98.

24

sayers, Mind ·of the Maker, p. 218.
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average human being's conception of himself and
society.
in

11

She suggested that what must be done first

the construction of the kind of world we all

desire is to decide individually the kind of person we
! ;

are, "and ought to be.

She felt uneasy, she said,

11

about attempts "to draw up detailed schemes for a
'new society,

111

fearing that we might delude ourselves

into believing that our only responsibility

is to

devise schemes, and from that "society will make
itself."

She constantly reminded her readers of the

paradoxical nature of "peace, prosperity, and security, 11 the things which so many governors and governments presumed · to promise.

Peace, she believed, "can

be preserved only by unremitting vigilance," by maintaining a careful understanding which is always
judging ideas by their affects on work and society.
And she felt that prosperity was

11

the reward of hard

work and hard living," good work performed by good
workmen.

Finally, she believed that security "dwells

in the midst of danger,

11

for strength lies in weak-

ness, in the mutual support provided by mutually
dependent people. 25
25

Sayers, Begin Here, p. xii.
' I

'

..
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,·

This same paradox Sayers recognized in the demo·cratic form of government, which she compared to a
spinning top:
The spinning top is stable so long as it
keeps moving; when it stops, it falls into
inertia. Let us face the facts courageously.
Unless the democracies keep moving, and
unless they can preserve the vital balance
of all their principles, they will become
inert and useless, and will be swept up and
carted away ~ the next moving thing that
comes along. -

.:.

This paradox is in Sayers' mind when she tells her
readers to quit thtnking ahead to a

n~n-existent

and

anyway undesirable age of "endless inertia and a life
devoid of death.

11

This is not what men seek, and it

could certainly never offer them the "energetic balance
of liberty and equality, mercy and justice, truth and
. charity, individual and community, world and nation"-a world which requires

11

the Whole Man tirelessly and

e a ge r 1y c.r e a t i ng • 11
We must think creatively as individuals,
always remembering that we are not only
individuals, but responsible to the church
and state, nation and empire, continent and
world of which we are livin2 7 parts and which
have no meaning without us.

-'

26

sayers, ·segin Here, pp. vii, 95, 138.

27 Quoted in Hone, p. 101.
, I
I
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The problems facing the world at the time Sayers
was writing appeared to be a rather bloody argument
over economics and politics, but Sayers recognized that
the "real question is what economics and politics are
to be used for.

11

she discerned

a violent and irreconcilable quarrel

11

At · the bottom of the whole argument

about the nature of God and the nature of man and the
ultimate nature of the universe. 1128

While appearing

to be a war about secular society, it actually reverted
to a war about what a man should do with his life,
and what the meaning behind life really was.

Working

together--truly working, and working creatively, and
knowing what the work was being done for--was the
solution Sayers pointed to.

The war found Britain

too weak to fight alone, and Sayers pointed with hope
to "Mr. Churchill's vague and unassuming remark that
the affairs of.Britain and the U. S. A. were likely
'a good deal mixed up together in the future.'

That,

11

she suggests, sounds like "a genuine relationship,
growing naturally out of a real situation, to form a
solid basis on which other relationships can be built. 1129
Power from understanding and work would manifest
28

.

.. .

.

,Creed -or .Chaos? p. 8.
29 Sayers-,-Begi-n Here, ·P .- ;.x.
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itself in the creative muddle of the affairs of two
groups of people, two democracies, made invincible
in unity.

To quote T. S. Eliot, "What life have you

if you have not life together?

There is no life

that is not in community. 1130
Throughout her essays, Dorothy Sayers makes the
point that there is a vital connection between the
success of "secular" society and a clear understanding of dogma and the sacrament of work.
we really want a Christian society,

11

11 • • •

if

she said, "we

must teach Christianity, and . . . it is absolutely
·impossible to teach Christianity without teaching
Christian dogma. 110 1

•

-..

.

30 Quoted in Scott, p. 30.
31 sayers, Creed or Chaos? p. 16.

V:

Sayers ' Life
:Dorothy Sayers' own life, her comments about her

:work as an artist, and her active participation in the
· :world around her, are probably the most powerful
: arguments of all for saying that she saw the Christian
' life as a balance of parts.

First of all,· at whatever

·expense to herself, she sought to understand her own
actions in terms of their consequences, given the
nature of the universe, of man, and of God.

Secondly,

.,,

she worked.
..
,·

She was not satisfied with slipshod

work either.

She was an artist and a craftsman, a

true maker in the image of the divine Maker, whose
work consistently reflected her understanding of the
trinity within her.

Finally, she was conscious of

the power of her work in her world, and when she felt
that perhaps the way she was working was not serving
the· ends of a just society, she altered her medium
and continued working with the same skill and
enthusiasm.
Sayer~

felt that the power of her work in the

world ·was a reflection of the balance of her work.
She did not believe that her idea for a book was
enough claim to fame; nor did she feel that smacking

'.
I

79

80

that idea down on paper was enough either.

A good

piece of writing for Sayers was writing which
expressed her idea in a form that could powerfully
communicate itself to her audience.
Sayers exp 1a i ned in 'Mind of the Maker that it was
"the mark of the Father-ridden that they endeavor to
impose the Idea directly upon the mind and senses,
believing that this is the whole of the work. 11

This,

she felt, only resulted in the ghost of their work
muttering "to their own souls;" the idea was "never
poured out in power on the earth. 111

The point of all

artistic endeavour, she felt, should be to pour out
this power, and in her own literary criticism, she
reflected this belief by asking two questions:

"What

was this poet really trying to tell people?" and
"What does all this mean to us, now? 112
to . either question was

11

If the answer

Nothing," then that work of art

somehow had not found power.
Na nc y Ti s c h1er wr i t e s of Sayers th a t

11

She wo u1d,

never embrace the attitude of the aesthetes, who see
1

2

P. 151.

Hone, p. 149, quoted from a letter written by
Sayers to a friend.
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the artist as a person apart. 113

This, in fact,

Tischler explains, accounts for a great deaJ of her
appeal.

She does not allow herself to be obscure

(except, perhaps, to persons who do not_read French).
In fact, she despised obscurity, and avo:ided reading
Dante even when encouraged to do so by her good friend
Charles Williams, simply because "the world · always
hinted that Dante, besides being great, grim, religious,
and intellectual, was also obscure.
read

him~

111

When she did

however, she discovered to her joy that he

was one of the world's most powerful story-tellers;
this was the quality which she enjoyed in other writers,
and which she tried--successfully--to achieve in her
own wr 1•t•1 ng. 4 Separation from the common man, for the
poet, was a serious problem in Sayers' mind, and she
said that
It is utterly disastrous that the poet and the
common man should . . . have lost touch with
one another, for the poet is the great
humanist, who stands for the expression of

3Tischler, p. 154.
4

Hone, p. 146. Quoted from Dorothy L. Sayers,
Ignorance and Dissatisfaction, 11 :Latin Teaching: The
Journal of the · As~oci · ation for the Reform of Latin
Teach1ng-;-XXVTII (Oct. l952~7g-;-and Dorothy L. Sayers,
Further Papers on Dante (London: Methuen, 1957), p. 104.
11

·f
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: :· · the . Whole Man--for the 1 ife of the body and
of the mind, of the emotion and of the reason,
of the individual and of society, bound g11
together in the life of the imagination .
..•., .
·.

Thi~

attitude of Sayers' separated her from the

."Romantic notion of frenzied artists possessed by
their : creative urges. 116

She gave an example of this

other · ty.pe of artist in ·Mfnd ·of ·the ·Maker.

A dramatist

had written one entire five-minute scene in a play,
during which nothing happened besides the agonized
body language of a young girl on a completely dark
stage.

This dramatist had failed to unite his

imagination with the imaginations of his audience,
. simply because there was no way for the audience to see
what he had seen within his own frenzied mind.
is

wh~re

This

the true artist, in Sayers' opinion, must

succeed, or he has failed to
be .felt with power.

produ~e

an art which can

This was also the attitude of

T. S. Eliot, who expressed the poet's purpose as
purifying

111

the dialect of the tribe', to make the

human word an instrument clean and supple enough to
be a ·fit vehicle for the upbuilding of the City, for
.•

5 .

.saye r s , Be g i n

He·r e , p • 1 2 2 •

6
Tischler, p. 155.
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love of neighbor and praise of God. 117
Sayers

1

work included not only an effort to put

her own words in powerful order, but also an effort to
encourage the powerful use of. orderly words by the
leaders of her own country.

At · a time when Hitler 1 s

speeches were moving large armed masses across the
continent of Europe, with an artist's awareness of
his use of power for evil, she urged her country to
use that same power for good, to combat inertia in the
same way Hitler had conquered it, but for different
ends.

She cited two examples of political speeches

by Englishmen:

one by Ramsay MacDonald, the Prime

Minister, and another by Queen Elizabeth I.

Both

speakers were talking about oppression, but only
Elizabeth spoke with power because she knew how to
choose and order her words, how to avoid the "great
rambling circumlocution" of the other speaker.

"I

know which speech fills me with the more passionate
pity of the poor man at odds with the tyranny of the
world," she concluded, showing the way to excite that
same impassioned pity in her countrymen at a time when

7

Scott, p. 33.
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it was needed

desp~ rately.

8

Sayers recognized that

a just society was impossible without understanding,
but she also knew that understanding is only reached
.

'

through clear and powerful expression--the workman-ship of words.
As a writer, Sayers felt called upon to explain
to the world of the 1930's and 40 s what was happening
1

to them, why they found themselves once more at war,
and why the peace established in 1918 had not been
permanent. 9

No ivory-tower artist~

Sayers was aware

that "at times art is less important than propaganda.
"In fact,

11

11

Tischler extrapolates, "given the signifi-

cant needs of an audience and the compassion of an
author, a work of · didacticism is the proper use of an
artist's talent .

•

•

•

1110

Sayers expressed her duty--

and her message as well--in "The Wimsey Papers."

Lord

Peter, writing to Harriet from someplace in Europe
where he is ostensibly at work for the Foreign Office
during World War II, tells her that he needs her help

8oorothy L. Sayers,

The English Language," in
Unpopular Opinions (New York: Harcourt, Brace & Co.,
1947), pp. 116-17.
9

11

Alzina Stone Dale, Maker and Craftsman: The Story
· of Dorothy _L. Sayers (Grand RaPTOs, MI: Wm. B--:--Eerdmans
PJb. Co., 1978), p. 115.
9
Tischler, pp. 161-2.
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in giving a message to his country:
You are a writer--there is something you
must tell the people, but it is difficult
to express. You must find the words.
Tell them, this is a battle of a new
kind, and it is they who have to fight it,
and they must do · it themselves and alone.
They must not continually ask for leadership--they must lead themselves. This is
a war against submission to leadership, and
we might easily win it in the field and yet
lose it in our own country . . . .
It's not enough to rouse up the Government to do this and that. You must rouse
the people. You must make them understand
that their salvation is in themselves and
in each separate man and woman among them.
If it's only a local committee -0r amateur
theatricals or the avoiding being run over
in the black-out, the important thi~~ is
each man's per~ona1 · · r~~ponsibility.
It is important to note here that this was not simply
a message Dorothy Sayers passed along.
advice she followed herself.

It was

She wrote and produced

amateur theatricals; she served on local committees;
and presumably she even avoided being hit in a blackout!
But she did find it a little ironic that the world
; under stress should turn to the artist whom they
: generally neglected in times of peace.

In times of

stress, people want plain speaking, and that is what
11

Hone, pp. 99-100.
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the artist can give.

But in times of peace and ease,

the common man tells himself "that creative writers
a re r em o t e., unpr a c t i c a 1 pe o p l e • 11

The t r u t h , Sa y e r s

writes, is that "The imaginative Humanist is far
too practical; he knows too much; he speaks his mind
too plainly; he is disturbing to inertia and complacence. 11

Sayers, who felt strongly that each

man should fulfill the image of the Creator within Him,
could not help but feel slightly bitter about the fact
that most people's complacency not only kept them
from creating, but caused them to actually oppress in
little ways the person who did seek to create.

This

oppression is seen, for example, in offering an artist
·money only if he is willing to violate his art to make
it speak less forcefully, and therefore become more
palatable to the inertia-ridden public. 12

But when the

public faces some crisis which forces them out of that
inertia, they expect there should be people waiting in
the wings to use the power of their words to create
order out of the chaos the world has come to.
you!

111

'"Here,

she says they cry; "'you have some trick, some

. pass-word, some magic formula that unlocks the puzzle
12 sayers, s·eq1n
· Here, pp. 101 - 02 , 126 - 27 .
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of the universe.

Apply it for us.

Give us the

.
t o th e pro bl ems o f c1v1
. ·1·1za t•ion.1 1113
so 1 ut ion
People did this to her, of course.

In a letter

to a friend, she wrote:
Life has been full of complications, including, among other things, a wistful magazine
editor, anxious to know, . instantly, briefly,
and at the shortest possible notice, what
place Hitlers and such have in the Divine
scheme of things, and why;--one of those
easy little questions to which anybody may
be expected to rattle off a reply on the
type-writer with·out thinking twice about it. 14
However, as Ralph Hone points out, she met an incredible
number of these demands during the war years.
herself ,

11

"For

he explains, "she set few limitations, for

she was not 'employed'; she was a worker, a creator,
to whom the work mattered far more than all the
inconveniences attending it. 1115
At the same time that Sayers was answering difficult
questions about the political world, she also worked to
explicate her understanding of the nature of God and
the importance of understanding that nature.
13

Sayers, Mfnd of the ·Maker, p. 188.

14

Hone, p. 128.

15

Hone, p. 126.

11

This

·I

88

is the Church's opportunity,

11

she said, urging that

it be taken.
The thing that is in _-danger is the whole
structure of society, and it is necessary
to persuade thinking men and women of the
vital and intimate connection between the
structure of society and t~5 theological
·doctrines of Christianity .

...
.

Robert Dunn points out that actually this would have
been a forgiveable time for Christians to keep quiet,
· for "people everywhere felt that Christianity had had
its chance and had failed to solve the moral problems
of Europe. · Scientifically, this would be the time to
try something else, to discard the apparently faulty
hypothesis of Christianity and try something new. 1117
But Sayers was convinced that the only reason Christianity had "failed" was because it had not been understood
adequately.

She said:

it is fatal to imagine that everybody knows
quite well what Christianity is and needs
only a little encouragement to practise it.
16
17

sayers, Greed or Chaos? pp. 14-15.

Robert Paul Dunn, 'The Laughter of the Universe':
Do r o t hy L. Sa y e r s a nd . t he vl h i ms i c a 1 Vi s i o n , i n As He r
Whi ni s e y To·o k Her : ·Cr i ti ca l Es s·a y s on th e Wo r k of Dorothy
L. Sayers, ed~rgaret Hannay (Kent": Ohio: The---i<"ent
State University Press, 1979), p. 201.
11

11
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The brutal fact is that in this Christian
country not one person in a hundred has the
faintest notion what the Church teaches
about God or man or society or the person of
Jesus Christ.
Even the "more or less instructed church-goers," she
adds, who make up the main body of professed Christians,
"are about as well-equipped to do battle on fundamentals against a Marxian atheist or a Wellsian agnostic
as a boy with a pea-shooter facing a fan-fire of
machine-guns.

11

Later, she says that the urgent

necessity is to restate certain fundamentals

11

in terms

that make their meaning--and indeed, the mere fact that
they have a meaning--clear to the ordinary uninstructed
heathen to whom technical theological language has
become a dead letter. 1118
Sayers'answer to this need took the form of two
books, Begin Here and The Mind of the Maker; a
collection of pertinent essays called, appropriately,
Unpopular Opini'ons; a pamphlet titled Creed or Chaos,
and a number of addresses.

Besides this, she began

work on her religious drama, including the series of
radio plays called "The Man Born to Be King," which
brings the life of Christ into present vernacular.
18 Sayers, Creed or Chaos? pp. 14-15, 21.
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The theme which runs through all of her work is the
idea that Christian dogma was actually "not proscriptive, but descriptive, not regulatory like social
The
laws, but descriptive 1 i ke natura 1 ones. II 1 9
·· ·, '

11

creeds of Christendom," she asserts,

II

•

•

•

would

never have been drawn up at all but for the urgent
practical necessity of finding a formula to define
experienced truth under pressure of misapprehension
and criticism."

This is of course why she felt the

creeds were vital again in her time--because there
was an "urgent practical necessity" to "define
experienced truth. 1120
She gives as an example of an arbitrary rule that
a cook must put on a top-hat before preparing an
_J

omelette.

This rule, she explained, could be

enforced by law, but it would never change the fact
that omelettes coula be made without the rule.

The

Christian creeds "are too frequently assumed to be in
the top-hat category," she explained, when in fact
they belong to the category of "rules" which say that
eggs must be broken before an omelette can be made.
19 T·

1sc hl er, . p. 160 .

20 sayers, Mind of 'the Maker, p. 16.
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Actually, it is not because God doesn't want anyone
near Him who doesn't believe in Him properly, she
explains, that the Athanasian creed says

11

except a

man believe faithfully, he ca -n not be saved."

It is

.,
"·

because it simply will not work.

.•'

It just cannot be

done. 21
Sayers felt the same way about the Aristotelian
rules of probability.

They were simply expressions of

natural facts rather than of arbitrary rules.

Such

rules were not only literary or religious, but they
also had a relationship to universal reality.

In a

natural response to this feeling, says Richard Harp,
Sayers

11

took the stand of a Christian poet asked how

her view of the world might reveal a pattern of integration in mankind and in society. 1122

This is the

view which governed the production of all of her work.
And this was the feeling which finally caused her to
: write to a friend:
am becoming increasingly reluctant to go on
blowing the religious trumpet. I feel as if
I

21

sayers, 'Mind ·.Qi ·the Maker, p. 16

22 Richard L. Harp, "The Mind of the Maker: The

Theological Aesthetic of~rothy I:" Sayers and Its
Ap p 1 i c a t i o n t o Poe t r y , i n· As He r Wh i ms ey Too k He r ,
ed. Margaret P. Hannay (Ken~ OhTo: Kent State Univ.
Press, 1979), p. 202.
11

i
(
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I was getting insincere about it and being
pushed into the position of saying more than
my experience warrants, or at any rate saying
it in ways which are not natural ~o me, and
are therefore essentially false. 2
In her work as an artist, Sayers did not try to find
"words for the appropriate expression of what people
ought to feel about" the full moon, for instance.
What she actually did was to enjoy the full moon, and
then one day she would find some words in her head,
a nd s h e wo u 1 d s a y

11

Ye s - - t h a t

i s r _i g h t .

experience the full moon was to me.

Th a t i s t h e

I recognise it in

expressing it, and now I know what it was . .

•

•

I II

In her religious writing, she did not want to become
11

what she called the ghost-ridden writer," who tries
to force a response of power in his audience without
the hard work and understanding which alone could
bring that power about naturally.

She

cer~ainly

felt

that the Church should encourage the artist's expression
of his experience, but that this expression must be
"the true artist saying:
experience in my own.'"

'Look! recognise your
Edifying art, she feared,

often turned into "the pseudo-artist corruptly saying:
'This is what you are supposed to believe and feel and
23

Quoted in Hone, p. 61.
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do--and I propose to work you into a state of mind in
which you will believe and feel and do as you are
told. 11124
· Sayers presented only what she felt she could
justifiably say from her own experience, from her own
understanding.

And she did not mar her work by

becoming too exuberant and saying too much.

She tried

to present nothing more than the truth as she saw it,
and she tested that truth in the realms of her fiction
and drama, where the imagination was known to be just
that.

On the stage, an hypothesis about God could be

tested to see whether it expressed universal truth,
or

merely a rule of the top-hat variety.

Sayers

felt that it was important "not to be nervous about
God--not to try and shut out the Lord Immanuel from
any sphere of truth," including fictive truth.

But

she always remembered that
Art is not He--we must not substitute Art for
God; yet this also is He, for it is one of His
Images and therefore reveals His nature.
Here we see in a mirror darkly--we behold only
the images; elsewhere we shall see face to
face, in 2 ~he place where Image and Reality
are one.
24

25

Sayers, "Towards a Christian Aesthetic,
Quoted in Hone, p. 61.

11

p. 47.
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In the realm of art, Sayers was adamant that the
artist's work must be of the highest quality, for if _
a play was poorly written, she said,
·;

corruption is deeper 11 than

11

11

the artist's

if the p 1ay were

. blasphemous. 1126 . Asked by an -interviewer whether ; ~r
not it was true she believed the drama could be used ·
in the twentieth-century the way it was used in
medieval times, as a method of presenting Christianity
to people who did not attend church, she replied that
yes, she did think it could be, but she emphasized
that the dramatist "must understand what he is wrfting
~bout,

and he must try to put the Christian point of

view fairly.

11

Sayers did not feel that

11

high motives 11

on the part of "good Christian people 11 were enough to
make a successful Christian play. 27 11 God, 11 she
insisted, "is not served by technical incompetence. 1128
Nor did she think He had been served in the past by the
good motives of incompetently pious people whom, she
,I

26

Hone, p. 121 , quoted from Dorothy L. Sayers,
Malverti 1941: Th~ ·Li.fe of the Church and the Order of
Soc i et y ( Londo 0:-L on gm an s , ~e en , 1 94~ pp . v i i - xv ,
1-8, 57-78.
27 Hone, p. 89, quoted from an interview in Harcourt
·News, 15 July 1936, pp. 1-2.
28
Tischler, p. 160.

95

believed, had caused the spread of heresy by their
misguided efforts:
Artists who paint pictures of our Lord in the
likeness of a dismal~looking, die-away person,
with His hair parted in the midd~§' ought to
be excommunicated for blasphemy.
This type of falsehood put people off, but another
popular heresy developed from the attempt to sell
Christianity as "sqmething charming and popular with
no offence in it."
· Seeing that Christ went about the world g1v1ng
the most violent offence to all kinds of
people it would seem absurd to expect that the
doctrine of His Person can be so presented as
to offend nobody. We cannot blink the fact
that gentle Jesus meek and mild was so stiff
in His language that He was thrown out of
Church, stoned, hunted from place to place
and finally gi~Beted as a firebrand and a
public danger.
.
Sayers' own Christianity frequently reflected Christ's
fire-brand manner.

Her comments at the Archbishop of

York's Conference in June of 1941 about the Church's
responsibilities captured the attention of her
audience, and of the newspaper reporters:
29
Hone, p. 89. Quoted from an interview in
Harcourt ·srace N~ws, 15 July 1936, pp. 1-2.
30 sayers, Cr~ed or Chaos? p. 26.
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Suppose, during the last century, the Churches
had devoted to sweetening intellectual
corruption one quarter of the energy they
spent in nosing out fornication--or denounced
legalized cheating with one quarter the
vehemence with which they denounced
adultery. But the one was easy and the other
was not . . . . And yet if every man living
were to sleep in his neighbour's bed, it could
not bring the world so near shipwreck as that
pride, that avarice, and that intellectual
sloth which the Church ha3 forgotten in the
tale of the capital sins. 1
A hint of this same idea appears in the play "The Zeal

of Thy House."

The church fathers are quite distressed

by the physical

at~raction

William of Sens develops

for the Lady Ursula, are upset by his courting her for
her physical charms, and yet think nothing of the fact
th~t

they brought her to the cathedral to

for her wealth.

11

court

11

her

A focus on the sin of adultery, Sayers

maintained, hides equally damaging sins such as
covetousness and greed .
. Dorothy L. Sayers was undoubtedly not a sinless
person.
ments,

11

Harriet Vane had "broken half the commandand no doubt so had Sayers.

However, Harriet

Vane quoted a "well-meaning but incoherent curate" as
saying, "Lord, teach us to take our hearts and look

31

Hone, p. 120.
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them in the face, however difficult it may be. 1132
Sayers did that continually, and in her art she also
kindly though ruthlessly held a mirror up to the world
so that it, too, could look into its heart's face ·
to discover the truth about itself, about its God,
and about its neighbors.

Not to be perfectly

balanced, Sayers said,
is not a major heresy or a mortal sin; in
the general imperfection of human nature it
is at most to be classed as the venial and
unavoidable effect of original sinfulness.
The image of God is a little out of drawing:
if it were not, we should not 2erely become
'as gods'--we should be gods. 3
The work

~hich

Sayers chose to give her life to

was "play for mortal stakes," which she undertook
"For Heaven and the future's sakes. 1134

Arduously

detecting scalene trinities in her own work, she ·
nevertheless accepted the limitations of herself as
the medium of her Idea, knowing that the artist "is
only the mirror of that Absolute Creation that created
,I

space and time. 1135
32 sayers, Gaudy Night, p. 312.
33
Sayers , Mind of the Maker , p. 1 5 7 •
34

Robert Frost, "Two Tramps in Mud-Time,
in Harp, p. 195.
35 sayers, Begin Here, p. 130.
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